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 ABSTRACT 
 
Currently, some housing-aid programs result in homes that ultimately go unutilized, 
underutilized or are not suited to the lifestyle and needs of inhabitants. Often projects fail 
even when there are attempts at public participation. Studying the experiences of housing 
experts, as well as examining four specific housing-aid projects, brings some of the problems 
and possibilities of aid practices and ‘green’ building to light. In order to understand the 
problems involved, two of the four projects examined are ‘worst’ cases, which have largely 
not met users’ needs because experts did not engage with or incorporate ‘local knowledge’. 
The other two cases are ‘positive’ models showing how more effective programs could be run 
so that housing-aid contributes to the revitalization of rural communities. In addition, to 
consider the application of expert practices in different contexts, two of the cases are from 
Native American reservations in the U.S. and one each is from India and Namibia. This thesis 
aims to articulate practices that experts could employ to make housing-aid programs more 
effective at producing homes that meet their users’ needs. Such an aim requires a careful 
discussion of the context of housing-aid programs, aid models, and types of knowledge. 
Ultimately, the goal is to determine the appropriate role of experts in successful housing-aid 
projects. 
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CHAPTER 1.INTRODUCTION  
 
“Go to the people. Live among them. Learn from them. Love them. Start 
with what you know. Build on what they have. But of the best leaders when 
their task is done, the people will remark: ‘We have done it ourselves’” 
 –Chinese Poem (Rahnema & Bawtree, 1997: 275) 
 
Failures can happen in a variety of ways in housing-aid programs. Sometimes efforts to help 
do not take into account cultural norms. For example, the Masai in Kenya burned wooden 
planks from the homes the British had built for them. The wood was more useful to them than 
the houses, which were not built in their traditional circular style using straw and cow dung 
(Moran, Personal Communication). When the people for whom homes were designed do not 
subsequently use them this indicates, most clearly, that a failure has occurred, as in the case of 
the Maharashtra Emergency Earthquake Rehabilitation Project (MEERP), where people were 
not living in 50% of the homes only seven years after the project was launched (Salazar, 
2001).  
 
There are also situations where the users1 make severe modifications on the structures to 
adapt them to their lifestyle, as when the Native Americans in Canada began removing 
interior walls of their government built pre-fabricated houses (McDowell, 1989). A program 
may fail even when it provides useful houses, if the methods employed are ecologically or 
financially unsustainable over the long term, as in one case where “residents of the donor-
funded low-income housing project in Harare [Zimbabwe]… find themselves with poor 
quality housing and higher mortgage payments than they had been led to expect” (IIED, 2001: 
1) and an unapproved steel-frame technology (Kamete, 2001). Each of these examples shows 
one way that a housing-aid program can go radically wrong.  
 
More subtle, but equally important, are programs that may be successful in providing housing 
but not in helping communities to become more self-sufficient and less vulnerable. While 
housing is a physical product, the process of building, the design and the result go far beyond 
the merely physical to affect the economic and social structure of a community and its ability 
to be self-sufficient. Some institutions, recognizing this plurality of purpose, are able to 
accomplish many goals at once. The Barefoot College of Tilonia, India, has integrated 
education, cultural preservation, support for rural life (90% of its staff come from local 
                                                 
1 A ‘user’ is simply a person who uses a given house. This term will be used interchangeably with ‘dweller’, one 
who dwells in a house. 
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villages) and ecological and social ethics into the design of its buildings and homes for the 
homeless (Davey, 2001).  This thesis takes as a given (and explicates in the theory section) 
that homes are the backdrop for child-raising, social gatherings and human interactions of all 
kinds and that they are, therefore, an essential part of the fabric of a community.  Thus, to 
treat them merely as physical structures misses a ripe opportunity for the less physical, but 
equally important, building of a cultural and communal nature; it misses the opportunity to 
provide truly effective housing. 
 
Why do these programs fail to provide effective housing for those who need it? A first clue 
may lie in the reminder, by Amos Rapoport, one of the founders of the field of environment-
behavior studies, that  
“…housing is made congruent with life-style through choice, expressing preferences and 
values—all ultimately related to culture. For users today, this typically involves choosing 
among available housing alternatives and within limits set by various constraints. For 
designers (today or in the past), it involves making design choices congruent with users’ 
lifestyles” (Rapoport, 1989: xvii).  
 
However, the only choices that designers (and other experts) can implement are those that 
they perceive. From the users’ experiences, they, in turn, may know of feasible housing 
options that designers do not perceive as choices. The designers may also know, from their 
experiences, of feasible housing options that the users do not perceive, although no one can 
guarantee that designers or users will share their knowledge or that it will overlap.  
 
What context and expert practices can help to communicate these varied experiences and 
perspectives? This question is central to the thesis. The experience of not being understood, of 
not having conveyed one’s true meaning, is a thorny barrier to get past. Before examining 
possible ways for this motion to occur, however, it is crucial to introduce a discussion of those 
people so far referred to as “users” and “experts”. Houses are not isolated structures and those 
who use them or have knowledge about them are not isolated individuals. Each forms part of 
a community with a sense of shared aims. The users are first of all part of a community in the 
most traditional sense – a group of people from a particular locale. This place and its specific 
ecological characteristics are tied with its people, whose relationships to each other bind them 
together, although the importance and nature of these bonds varies from community to 
community. The mere existence of a housing-aid program further defines them as a 
community that is (at least perceived as) in need of material assistance. Shared history, often 
including marginalization and oppression, has led to a common situation.  
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 Experts are part of a very different kind of community, a group of people with the shared aim 
of creating built environments. They may have shared experiences and similar training and 
can offer each other intellectual support in pursuit of this goal. They are not, as a group, tied 
to a particular place as is the community of users. Rather, certain concepts and technological 
developments tie the group together. In this thesis, the expert community, its experiences and 
potential are understudy. 
 
1.1 PROBLEM FORMULATION 
    Figure 1.The Problem Field 
The problems experienced in rural housing-aid 
programs lay at the crossroads of issues of rural 
‘development’ and ‘development’ aid, on the one 
hand, and green building and housing, on the other 
(Figure 1). Thus a short background in each of these 
areas will be presented before a statement of the 
research question. 
 
The large scale ‘development’ aid movement is a 
relatively recent phenomenon, with its roots in the 
late 1950’s. By 1961, ‘development’ aid had become 
an important focus for the United Nations, which 
declared the 60’s a decade of ‘development’ (UNICEF, 1996). Participatory ‘development’, 
broadly, the inclusion of participation from local people in ‘development’ projects, was 
already a common concept by the 1970’s among non-governmental organizations (NGOs). 
Still, much of the emphasis remained on top-down, externally managed projects (Long, 2001) 
resulting in the fact that at this point most ‘development’ aid to the third world was directed 
towards mega-projects like dams, the Green Revolution (an agricultural aid program), and 
other infrastructural projects. In the 1980’s, aid largely shifted towards structural adjustment, 
or conditional credit arrangements (Boughton, 2001). By 1990, the United Nations 
Development Program signaled an important milestone in pushing for a large-scale change in 
‘development’ priorities with the Human Development Report. “The Human Development 
Report series, and subsequent national, sub-national and regional Human Development 
Reports in 135 countries, advocate a shift in the ‘development’ debate away from a sole 
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concern with economic growth (which is only a means-although a very important one-to serve 
human ends) toward a balanced concern for equity, sustainability, productivity and 
empowerment” (UNDP, 2003).The debate still rages about how many resources should go 
toward each of these goals and in what manner they should be used. How local knowledge 
can participate most effectively has been widely explored, yet the actual integration of local 
knowledge and empowerment of local people often fails, as Sections 4.2 and 4.4 address in 
particular. Moreover, the entire concept of ‘development’ is predicated on the assumption that 
some people in the world are developed while others are not, and that the ‘undeveloped’ 
portion of the world’s population needs to be ‘developed’ in the direction of those who have 
already accomplished this feat (Pfiefer, 1996). This assumption alone is problematic, and may 
be related to the disillusionment now so often associated with attempts at ‘development’ 
(Pfiefer, 1996 and Leen, 2001). Many now agree about creating aid that is “people centered” 
and “Built on existing capacities”(Leen, 2003: 97), but “As official and non-governmental 
agencies’ aid policies become increasingly aligned the challenge now is to invest in aid 
practice that reflects such policy innovation” (Leen, 2003:98). 
 
Beyond the progression in ‘development’ aid as a whole, housing-aid has followed clear 
patterns in line with global trends. Globalization has created new global financial institutions 
such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. These institutions, in turn, have 
had a tremendous impact on aid in general and housing-aid in particular. The World Bank has 
been the single largest donor in the field of housing-aid, yet its on the ground impact has been 
extremely limited, excluding as much as “the bottom 40% of the national income distribution” 
(Tait, 1997: 93). One of the projects examined in this thesis, the Maharashtra Emergency 
Earthquake Rehabilitations Project (MEERP, see Section 4.4), serves to examine World Bank 
involvement, as does some of the discussion in Section 3.3 on expert and local 
communication about housing-aid. Despite their arguable ineffectiveness, they have had 
tremendous influence on the principles of housing-aid, promoting cost-recovery, lowering of 
housing standards and encouraging community participation. Specifically, they have 
encouraged token participation on the part of communities, without really giving dwellers an 
opportunity to have an effect on the project design and major choices (Tait, 1997). These 
failures have led to severe critiques of many housing-aid programs (see, for example, Kamete, 
2001 and Taher, 2001) of participation rhetoric without significant opportunity for users (at 
least those who wish to) to significantly contribute to the project can lead to a negative 
relationship between locals and experts, and may lead to the failure of professionals to 
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provide suitable housing for those who need it. Taher’s description of a USAID housing 
project in Egypt is typical: 
 “They [donors] defined community participation as the participation of leaders and, 
within this limited definition of participation, they even neglected to identify and seek 
legitimate representation. There was never a chance for real negotiation or space for 
expressing the needs and interests of different groups in the community” (Taher, 2001: 
72). 
 
Trying to understand why some relationships are not effective and how they could become 
more so could support the strength of rural communities, and a healthier balance between 
rural and urban populations. 
 
Having examined some of the failures and trends in aid practices, some of the environmental 
impacts of housing will now be briefly explicated. The primary environmental concern in 
terms of the housing sector is energy use as “The household sector accounts for 15 to 25 per 
cent of primary energy use in developed countries and a higher share in developing countries” 
(Dzioubinski and Chipman, 1999: 3). Although this statistic appears to refer only to energy 
use in operating homes (heating, cooling, cooking, lighting, etc.), there is further energy use 
in the creation of the building itself. Thus, energy use occurs primarily in two ways; first, in 
the energy that goes into producing and transporting the building materials and secondly over 
the life of the house as it is operated (though how efficiently it will be able to be operated is 
largely determined in the design and building phase). There are available technologies to 
decrease energy use, but they are not being utilized fully.  
 “Potential energy savings from the use of available efficient technologies for cooking, 
heating, lighting, electrical appliances and building insulation can reach as high as 75 per 
cent. Unfortunately, diffusion of these technologies, especially in developing countries, is 
slow. One of the main reasons for that is their high initial cost to the consumer, 
particularly relative to the low cash incomes in many rural areas” (Dzioubinski and 
Chipman, 1999: 6).  
 
The choice of building materials, for example, has the potential to dramatically affect the 
degree of insulation in the house and the embodied energy2 that can be saved.  In the design 
and construction phase, “The reuse of building materials commonly saves about 95% of 
embodied energy which would otherwise be wasted” (CSIRO, 2004). The levels of energy 
                                                 
2 “Embodied energy is the energy consumed by all of the processes associated with the production of a building, 
from the acquisition of natural resources to product delivery, including mining, manufacturing of materials and 
equipment, transport and administrative functions” (CSIRO, 2004)
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use in construction and in operation are heavily influenced by choices of design, building 
materials and building method. 
 
Having briefly addressed both the development of aid practices and some of the basic 
environmental problems with housing, the reason for choosing to study specifically rural 
housing-aid will now be explained.  Urban population growth is expected to continue to far 
outpace rural growth all over the world (Figure 2). In describing the pressures encouraging  
Figure 2.Number of times Urban Population Growth is estimated and projected to exceed Rural 
Population Growth 2000-2015 
migration from rural areas that are part of this population trend, Professor Knauder of the 
University of Vienna writes that over the last few decades  
“Market forces have penetrated the local economies and weakened them by mechanizing 
agriculture, concentrating land, and competing with an overwhelming power with 
industrial products against handicraft. Rural areas became more and more marginalized, 
the hinterland, the periphery. But this same process tied the rural areas more and more to 
the national and international urban centres” (Knauder, 2000: 95).  
 
For those who migrate, significant economic opportunity may improve their lifestyle 
dramatically, but as population pressure demands more and more urban services beyond most 
cities’ current capacities, it makes sense to look for ways to provide opportunities within rural 
communities. Such opportunities could allow those seeking upward mobility to do so without 
having to leave their native communities. Part of the solution to the urban growth problem 
could be an increase in the number of rural areas that are able to support themselves 
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economically and have social services. Such support could be a counter balance to the global 
trend Professor Knauder cites. Sufficient opportunities for supporting rural communities 
might include the diversification of rural economies through the introduction of creative ideas 
like the wind farms on Native American reservations (LaDuke, 2003) and the brick 
production that will be examined in the Clay House Project (Section 4.5). As people leave 
rural areas because there are not sufficient means of employment, the emigration chips away 
at the important functions of rural society including food production and cultural identity 
(Day, 1996) and puts too great a stress on small portions of land in Urban areas. Rural 
housing-aid projects have the potential help revitalize rural communities towards self-
sufficiency in ways that are environmentally, socially and economically sound, as well as 
build homes, projects that meet all these goals can be said to be effective.  
 
1.2 RESEARCH QUESTION 
 
What expert’s (architects, planners, building professionals and engineers) practices could 
create more effective housing-aid programs? 
To aid in exploring this central question, a series of supporting questions, aimed at specific 
aspects of the research have also been formulated.  
 
Supporting Questions 
What communication methods do experts use? Which are most meaningful? 
Are experts and aid needed for successful housing projects? 
What kind of local knowledge might be useful for housing aid projects? In what way might it 
be garnered?  
How could experts effectively combine their knowledge with local knowledge about building 
and housing design to produce homes that will meet their users’ needs? 
How could housing-aid experts most effectively encourage the strength of the communities 
they serve? 
What are the environmental implications of experts’ practices in housing-aid programs? 
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1.3 AIMS, INTENDED BENEFICIARIES AND LIMITATIONS 
 
The thesis aims to move beyond an examination of the participatory rhetoric and romanticized 
notions of traditional homes to a deeper understanding of the kinds of communication 
between experts and locals that can lead to homes people will live in and which are 
appropriate to their contemporary lifestyle. The aim is to look at projects on a local and 
individual level and try to discover the most effective aspects for experts considering the 
current global trends and context.  
 
Intended Beneficiaries 
The primary intended beneficiaries of the research thesis are housing-aid experts and the 
communities they work within. Since a primary object of study is the relationships between 
experts and locals and the possibilities they hold, the research thesis hopes to also be useful to 
individuals aspiring to combine their knowledge with knowledge of a distinctly different type. 
Additionally, the research thesis is designed to contribute to the general discussion on and 
study of aid policies, and the importance of housing-aid in the life of a community.  
 
Limitations 
This research thesis has chosen to focus on individuals and local communities, in particular 
the communication between housing users and the experts involved in housing-aid projects. It 
has also chosen to focus on expert practices as opposed to the local community’s actions. 
These key limitations will provide an opportunity to examine these aspects carefully and look 
at various aid models, tools, technologies and capacities through the prism of these 
relationships. The choice to confine the projects and the problem to the housing-aid sector 
comes from the often clear existence of local housing knowledge and its usefulness as well as 
the tremendous impact that housing can have on determining users’ lives and the life of a 
rural community. 
 
The examination of only four projects leaves much to be desired in the way of proving 
transferability of specific expert practices and their effectiveness or lack thereof. Additionally, 
three national contexts for the projects is a very limited scope. However, the added support of 
literature on housing-aid projects, experts’ practices and their results in other contexts can 
help somewhat to support identification of effective practices. Another limiting factor was the 
inability to travel to the sites where the housing-aid projects had taken place due to financial 
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constraints, which meant reliance on existing literature and contact with those involved with 
the projects as opposed to on-site observation.  
 
The projects were chosen, after a preliminary survey, to examine a variety of contexts, aid 
methods and scales on which housing-aid takes place. While there are similarities among the 
projects, each one serves a distinctive purpose in the thesis. The projects, with the exception 
of MEERP, all have a self-help component. They are all in rural areas or, in the case of the 
Clay House Project, are affecting rural areas. All of the projects take place in areas that have 
been deeply affected by a history of colonization. Projects were selected only where English 
is the primary language of both the experts and local communities, as communication is a 
focus of this thesis and large language barriers would add a layer to this examination that the 
thesis is not addressing.  
 
The study was also intentionally limited to ‘housing’ as distinct from ‘building’, which could 
include commercial, industrial or transport building. This helped focus on what an expert’s 
role should be in projects that affect people’s daily life in the most immediate way. As was 
mentioned in the introduction, the focus is also only on rural housing-aid projects (although 
this includes for the purposes of the thesis projects, like the Clay House Project, that benefit 
people in very rural areas, while being located in a small urban area). There has been a 
tremendous focus on the problem of growing slums, and the thesis examines changes in rural 
life that might be able to contribute to slowing urban growth at its root, namely in the rural 
communities people are leaving. 
Table 1.Housing-aid Projects  
 South North (Native American Reservations) 
Best 
Practices 
Clay House Project (CHP), Namibia (2002-Present) 
- 100 home project 
- clay brick and micro-concrete roofing 
production 
 
The American Indian Housing Initiative 
(AIHI)/ American Indian Sustainable Housing 
Initiative, Plains Region, US (1998-Present) 
- 3 prototype designs 
- 4 demonstration projects 
Worst 
Practices 
Maharashtra Emergency Earthquake Rehabilitation 
Project (MEERP) , Marathwada, India (1993-2001) 
- 52 villages 
- 24,000 families 
HUD Mutual Help Program, Plains Region, 
US  (1992-1997) 
-  approximately 1,600 homes per year 
nationally 
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1.4 METHODOLOGY 
 
This thesis uses the framework of problem-based learning. The focus is on identifying a 
contemporary problem and posing useful questions that will direct a search for identifying 
viable solutions to this problem. Having identified the problems in current housing-aid 
programs and in expert practices, the thesis will approach suggestions for meaningful changes 
in practices.  
 
The author comes loosely from the perspective of the deep ecology movement and as such 
employs many of its central thinkers (Arne Naess, Ivan Illich, E.F. Schumacher (as cited in 
Naess 1977) and Wendell Berry, who follows in the tradition) in presenting theory relevant to 
this thesis. She follows Naess’s basic principle that,  
“Face to face with our antagonist, we already know that it is a particular person who 
presents a view. Why then add ‘I think’ or ‘as I experience it’ when expressing 
evaluations? We don’t say ‘the bus leaves at two o’clock as I experience the bus.’ Some 
norms and evaluations are just as obvious as bus schedules. Let us forget the modest ‘I 
think that…’ or ‘I cannot but think that…’ when it is a case of well thought out personal 
evaluations! Away with all forms of norm hypochondria!” (Naess, 1989: 69) 
 
Thus, rather then trying to apply an overall theory to the material under study, the author, 
heavily informed by deep ecology, takes a combination of theories related to housing, aid, and 
communication as a framework and reveals her perspective throughout. This problematically 
limits the sense of critical distance. However, it is the author’s hope that it provides a richer 
sense of the perspective the thesis hopes to add to the discussion of housing-aid and the future 
of local communities. 
 
Level of Study 
In designing a research thesis, there is always the question of what level to approach the 
problem on. In this case, the focus is on the individual and local level and how their modes of 
interaction, knowledge, balances of power and identities relate to the global trends of 
Westernization, globalization, and technological growth. The consideration of regional and 
national forces is limited to their role as a backdrop for the local and individual levels to play 
out. This decision warrants further explanation. The choice comes out of the belief, furthered 
by the activist Wendell Berry and the deep ecology movement, that there may be value in “the 
age-old wisdom of thinking little’: on the scale that humans can really understand, know and 
take care of the consequences of their actions and decisions upon others” (Estava and 
Prakash, 1997: 279) and that this proposition is too rarely taken seriously. The interest is not, 
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as in many works, to take the macro view which “examines the system of power, influence 
and authority relations as a whole, “from the top looking down”” (Bell, 1975: 71). Rather, it is 
to understand the perspective and options of the individual and the local entity looking up, as 
it were, into this macro system (Bell, 1975) and existing within it. While national and regional 
contexts and policies may determine many of the options open to individuals, the focus of this 
thesis is on the options open to individuals in their capacity to share knowledge with one 
another, learn from one another and choose the type of life they wish to live, or conversely, 
the real possibility for breakdowns in communication and lives determined by external forces. 
How aid is distributed when it is available may contribute to which of these routes are 
followed and how. By extension, a better understanding of the micro levels could ultimately 
lead to a better understanding of global trends, and even have the possibility for affecting 
them. The emphasis on this level proved to be challenging, as peoples perceptions of and 
motivations for how they relate to others are difficult to decipher or have articulated. 
However, thoroughout a consistent attempt was made to return to the relationships between 
the various parties in the experiences and projects understudy, or lack thereof as manifested 
through decisions made about project structure, housing design, building materials and 
methods and communications. 
 
Case Study Rationale 
In order to understand this micro-level a number of techniques were combined. As mentioned 
previously, theories from a variety of fields were used as a framework, which will be 
examined in Chapter 2. Information was then gathered about expert’s practices in general and 
in relation to housing-aid specifically. Finally, information was gathered on four specific 
housing-aid projects. The housing-aid projects were chosen with several goals in mind. 
Foremost was which projects could most effectively contribute to the discussion about how to 
use housing-aid to create rural communities that are economically, socially and 
environmentally viable for the long term. Before deciding on the projects to be studied, a 
preliminary survey of housing-aid projects was completed. For the purpose of this thesis, 
projects were chosen to represent a variety of aid models, as the methods and donors of aid 
can have a great impact on the experts’ ability or willingness to combine their knowledge 
with local knowledge. Projects in both the North and in the South were chosen, in order to 
examine how experts’ practices play out in both environments. Additionally, projects were 
chosen pragmatically on the basis of available material and contacts that were willing to 
communicate about their work.  
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 The intent is not to directly compare these programs, and though they are loosely labeled 
‘best’ and ‘worst’ cases for purposes of inquiry and in light of the preliminary survey of their 
workings, there are drawbacks and useful practices that can be seen in all of them. The point 
of the thesis is to try and distinguish the most effective expert practices, not to pass any sort of 
final judgment on the projects, which the author is not in a position to do given the various 
scales and approaches of the projects (i.e. the huge number of NGOs and experts involved in 
MEERP, all of whom have by no means been contacted). Rather, the intent is to see if the 
culture of the expert community can be better understood and suggestions made that might 
send it towards directions where housing-aid projects could consist more often of meaningful 
communication and homes that fit dwellers’ lifestyles. Such would be an effective housing-
aid project that would, as the architect Graeme Bristol puts it, “…relate to increased 
autonomy for the community - skills development, for instance, economic security, tenure, 
access to knowledge, improved rights” (Graeme Bristol, Personal Communication). 
 
Data Gathering Methods 
The information gathered on the expert community and the case studies took three basic 
forms: literature about the contexts of the projects and the projects themselves readily 
available in literature, on Project’s Websites, and in the media; literature and images (such as 
project reviews, local media reports, and photographs) garnered through personal contact with 
people involved in the projects; and responses to questions from the author garnered through 
personal contact via e-mail and phone with people involved in the projects or in the field of 
housing-aid. A fault of the thesis is that observations were not able to be collected on-site due 
to limited funds to add to these forms of information. Had on-site observations and in-person 
interviews been possible, they could have added a more comprehensive picture of practices 
understudy and allowed for the author to contextualize the information she gathered more 
accurately. 
 
The interviewees were chosen in some cases because they had written relevant works 
(Salazar, 2001, 2002, Wieneke, 2001, Bristol, 2003) and in some cases because they were 
directly involved in one of the a housing-aid case studies (Riley (AIHI), Corum (AIHI), 
Arteaga (CHP), Johnson (HUD Mutual Help)). These primary contacts in some cases led to 
further contacts with people who had been involved in the case studies (Shaltes, Revi, 
Gowande, Raje, Srinivasan, Pandya, Grunzke). Again, the limitation imposed by not being 
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able to speak to these individuals must be reiterated (who were all over the world, from 
Pennsylvania, USA to New Delhi, India and Otjiwarongo, Namibia).  
 
The responses to questions were a key part of the information gathering and the method used 
in garnering these responses warrants further explanation. As presented in Section 2.2, e-mail 
is a good form for detailed information, while phone communication allows for more 
immediate feedback. In fact, both the phone and e-mail inquiries were carried out in a similar 
semi-structured manner, with a series of questions initially posed, along with the explicit 
point that the interviewees comment on what they, from their experience, felt was most 
relevant to the issues presented, and followed up by questions designed based on the initial 
comments.  
 
Open-ended questions were asked, designed based on the interviewee’s background, but 
always focused on expert practices and communication methods. For example, in the case of 
someone who was not involved in one of the case studies, but who  could provide general 
information, some of the questions were: “How does an expert discover where his/her 
knowledge fits in best? What listening methods do you use? What difficulties do you 
experience in listening? Who are you listening to - is it usually the case that you are working 
with a few community leaders from the area in which a housing project is undertaken?” In the 
case of someone who was working directly on one of the case studies, questions included 
“How you understand the contribution your work makes to the community? How do you see 
the project as culturally appropriate? How often do you engage in various types of 
communication with local community members (if your work is on the ground) - in one to 
one meetings, public forums, etc.?” Undoubtedly, more information would have been 
garnered through face-to-face meetings, not only in terms of content, but also in terms of the 
ability to read body language, see a person in the context of their daily life, etc. However, 
given the circumstances some individuals were quite responsive, resulting in their comments 
becoming central to thesis. This carries the danger of formulating conclusions based on a 
small sample of experts who work in the field of housing-aid. Thus, while the author hopes 
that there are comments from enough different people to provide convincing perspectives on 
the issues understudy, she also recognizes the severely limited nature of this work. 
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Outline and Role of Each Section 
Through the information gathered, this thesis searches for answers to the question: What 
expert’s (architects, planners, building professionals and engineers) practices could create 
more effective housing-aid programs? There are three broad ways in which the project 
undertakes this search: 
1. Through a review of theory and concepts related to aid, housing, communication and 
knowledge (Chapter 2). 
2. Through a presentation of the general culture of the expert community and an 
examination of expert experiences related to building materials and aid funding 
(Chapter 3). 
3. Through a detailed investigation of four contemporary case studies (Chapter 4). 
 
These three steps progress from the most literature based (the theoretical/conceptual review) 
to the most interview based (the case studies) with the experiences related to building 
materials and aid funding being examined through an even combination of literature and 
interviews.  
 
The review of theory and concepts (Chapters 2) focuses on placing housing in context and 
exploring its full meaning and implications in relation to dwellers. Additionally, it establishes 
the range of alternatives that exist for aid. The centrality of communication in the thesis is 
introduced, and important concepts in communication are presented. Finally, the review 
explores types of knowledge and technology as a framework for later discussion of these 
types. 
 
In Chapter 3, communication between the local community and the expert community begins 
to be discussed in the context of choosing building materials for housing-aid projects and then 
in the context of various funding models. We begin to identify why some projects may be 
more successful then others by examining a variety of past experiences and the effect of 
cultural difference on housing project outcomes.  
The housing-aid case studies in Chapter 4 allow for an examination of expert practices in very 
specific circumstances. Each of these aspects will be examined for each case study. In 
addition, the historical, social, policy and environmental context of the housing project will be 
important as background, as well as the effect of project on local community (people and 
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local nature). Finally, and centrally, and the case studies will look at the expert relationships 
with the local community, their practices and communication methods. 
The suggested practices and conclusion (Chapter 5) discover what expert practices have been 
most effective given the information reviewed and make recommendations for experts 
working on housing-aid practices. Conclusions focus on policy suggestions and directions for 
further research. 
 
1.5 CRITERIA FOR DETERMINING EXPERTS’ BEST PRACTICES 
 
Based on a survey of a wide range of housing-aid projects and readings on housing and 
culture as well as ‘green’ building, criteria were picked that encompass cultural, technological 
& environmental aspects of housing-aid projects. Communication and the difference between 
‘doing’ and ‘being done to’ are central to this thesis. Thus, these aspects of the projects also 
needed to be included in the criteria. From the perspective of a housing expert, Amos 
Rapoport describes four main housing objectives for successful projects. These four 
objectives are to create housing that has: 
• social and cultural validity 
• economical for the greatest possible number of people 
• minimum of maintenance 
• ensure health of occupants  
After Rapoport, the experts’ practices will be examined according to its ability to reach the 
first three of these goals (health, while an important area of research is not the focus of this 
thesis).  In each case, according to the United Nations environmental program recommends 
for sustainable construction, the tools and technologies (particularly concerning their 
appropriateness, environmental and cultural impact) will be examined, as well as the use of 
capacities (“education, knowledge and experience”) (UNEP, 2000)) and involvement of 
various stakeholders. Drawing on Rapoport and the UNEP criteria, for each case study the 
matrix shown in Figure 3 will be used to give a broad picture of how experts and dwellers 
have worked on key aspects of the project. The ability of expert practices to move towards 
“doing” (insiders, specifically those for whom the program is designed and/or who will live in 
the homes, as the active parties) will be seen as generally positive (although there could be 
exceptions, depending on results), while the movement towards Being Done To is seen as 
 16
negative (again allowing for the possibility of exceptions). Although the figure is reductionist, 
it will serve to give a visual representation of the general approach experts used for various  
aspects of the projects. 
 
Figure 3.Matrix for Overview of Case Study Evaluation 
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CHAPTER 2. THEORY 
 
2.1 HOUSING AND AID 
 
Housing in Context 
The home is one of the basic elements of life through which people can “relearn how to think 
little” (Esteva and Prakash, 1997) by focusing on what is possible locally with the skills, 
knowledge and materials available. In order to understand how housing-aid programs could 
most effectively in encouraging the strength of the local communities they serve, the context 
of dwelling needs to be deeply understood. Dwellings are not isolated physical structures. 
They relate to other aspects of human life and are part of an interweaving of settings that also 
includes the natural landscape, places of gathering for politics, worship, or business and 
modes of transport. Further, the rooms of a house are themselves a system of settings on a 
smaller scale. All of these settings support and affect human lifestyle, a behavioral expression 
of culture, in an ongoing cyclical relationship (Rapoport, 1989: xvi). Lifestyle and dwelling 
exist within the context of an ever changing community. This community, in turn, possesses 
knowledge about its place and specific modes of production and collaboration (see Figure 3). 
The concepts of lifestyle and community are thus essential for understanding the context of 
housing. The thesis now turns to examine these concepts. 
Figure 4.Housing in Context 
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Lifestyle and Community 
Ultimately, an individual has limited energy. Thus, each of us constantly makes choices about 
how to spend our time. Making one choice means the exclusion of an infinite number of other 
possibilities. These choices collectively determine our patterns of living, or life-style, and 
signal what has value and meaning for an individual. Rapoport provides us with a more in 
depth description: 
“Life-style is a clear expression of culture. A useful operational definition is to 
consider it the result of choices made about how to allocate resources-economic and 
symbolic resources, effort, time, and so on. It thus expresses and incorporates values: 
this links it to culture. It also leads directly to activity systems. Since design, like life-
style, can also be understood as a choice process, there is a suggestive potential link 
with built environments, including housing.” (Rapoport, 1989: xvi)  
 
With this definition as a foundation, an examination of the role lifestyle and housing play in 
local communities can be undertaken. 
 
Lifestyle and housing are specific elements of culture and settings, related by the choices 
involved in each and their ability to affect one another. Indeed “the pivotal role of housing 
with respect to poverty, employment and access to services including education, health and 
community building” (Walker, 2002:10) demonstrates its close ties to lifestyle options. 
Within the specific context of a given community, housing and lifestyle can function to 
preserve traditions, create change, and impact the experience of present circumstances. The 
architect and housing activist John Turner goes so far as to believe that creating housing 
should be called “building community” (Conway and Potter, 1997). In short, lifestyle and 
housing both contribute to the making and remaking of the community. 
 
The community membership includes both people and local nature. Anyone who both counts 
him/herself as a member and whom other members count as such needs to be considered by 
all as a part of the community. As a fictional character says in one of the stories of Wendell 
Berry (the farmer, writer and environmentalist), “The difference ain’t in who is a member and 
who is not, but in who knows it and who don’t.” (Burleigh, 2000) Local nature itself also 
belongs to the community and forms part of its knowledge base. Berry advises to “Always 
include local nature, the land, the water, the air, the native creatures, within the membership 
of the community.” (Berry, 1994) Although the definition of community has widened to 
include groups not joined by a shared place (i.e. on-line communities and expert 
communities) the traditional definition, and the one that includes dwellers’ communities, is of 
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a group intimately connected to a particular locale. Their knowledge has been created around 
and because of their natural surroundings; the earth they walk on and the air they breathe are 
an essential part of what they know. Observations of natural processes have led to the 
‘development’ of technologies for their homes and for production. In this way, local nature 
closely relates to the human community members.  
 
All the members of the community, human and natural, and the boundaries of the community 
itself are constantly in flux. Within the community, people’s influence, income and assets 
vary and change over time. While there will always be power differences among community 
members, there is not a pre-defined and concrete group of ‘elite’ members who are not part of 
the ‘real’ community, as Desai discusses in relation to urban squatter settlements (Desai, 
1995), that therefore can easily be weeded out as illegitimate voices. Instead there are many 
different levels of power, income and influence in the community, the subtleties of which 
need sensitive attention from experts. In addition to these internal dynamics, many outside 
factors affect the nature of a community’s constant change. These pressures, often closely tied 
to the “…orthodoxy of industrial progress and economic growth, which argues the necessity 
of pollution, unemployment, war, land, spoliation, the exploitation of space, etc.” (Berry, 
1997: 173) sometimes cause the community to shift radically in a short period of time. At 
these times, the local people can fall prey to the global economy (and its supporters) that set 
growth in consumption and income as the goal for all. In addition to quantitative change in 
material wealth, a more comprehensive goal would include qualitative change in a local 
community’s over-all well being3. Control over creating housing can be a method of pursuing 
this latter goal. Conway and Potter explain Turner’s argument that there should be “an 
emphasis on people’s cooperative activities in building and consolidating local, communal-
environmental relationships, rather than focusing on housing as a product, a proto-
commodity, a commodity, a fixed-capital investment or an architectural style” (Conway and 
Potter, 1997). Whether an individual or a group of people consumes or creates their home(s) 
(or somewhere on the spectrum in between) determines much more than what physical 
structure hangs above their heads and surrounds their bodies. In fact, this choice forms part of 
a complex interweave of societal factors and contributes to the dweller’s health, security, 
sense of self, family and community. The manner in which people create housing further has 
                                                 
3 “Overall well-being” can mean many things. Let us take it as the physical, psychological and emotional health 
of the individuals in the community (the head, hands and heart that Gandhi felt should be the focus of education), 
the sustainable use of the local natural resources and the ability for the community as a whole to solve conflicts 
and creatively work as a unit. 
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the ability to make a rural community more self-reliant or more dependent on outside funds, 
as will be explored in detail in Section 3.3 on Housing-aid Funding. These choices about how 
houses are created warrants further examination, as it is at the heart of decision-making in 
housing-aid projects. 
 
Creating versus Consuming 
The spectrum between fully creating and fully being a consumer of housing is a wide one. 
The ecosopher Arne Naess argues that the difference between creating and consuming equals 
the difference between “doing” and “being done to” (Naess, 1989). Figure 4 translates this 
concept into housing terms, showing how, close to the “creating” end, the user might harvest 
Figure 5.Creating versus Consuming Dwellings 
 
and/or grow or make building materials. The user also might create the design, the building 
itself and alone holds the responsibility for all maintenance. On the opposite end of the 
spectrum the user might consume all of these elements. There are also different types of 
consumers. An individual with large amounts of capital at his/her disposal may completely 
consume his/her housing, but have total freedom to choose which materials, design, structure 
and modifications are utilized. In housing-aid programs, however, the terms of the program 
may force users to consume particular materials, designs, structures and modifications. They 
may not even be given a choice between consuming and creating at all. In this case users may 
only have control over modifications and maintenance, which they will then often exercise 
heavily. Alternatively, they will exercise their freedom to leave the homes (Turner, 1982). We 
will see these options exercised in the case studies discussed in Chapters 11 and 13. 
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When people have the opportunity to do by creating their own homes, this action becomes 
part of the cyclical relationship between community, as defined in the previous section, and 
dwelling. Ideally, if the community works together this action could reinforce existing 
supportive bonds between community members. Berry writes, “Work is the health of love. To 
last, love must enflesh itself in the materiality of the world – produce food, shelter, warmth, or 
shade, turnaround itself with careful acts, well-made things” (Berry, 1997: 132). Ideally, in 
caring for their material surroundings the dwellers inject loving care into the cycle of creation 
and recreation between their homes, their community and their environment.  
 
The Outsider 
This care need not include only those within the community; in housing-aid programs, there 
are always outsiders involved. Becoming an outsider, in the most basic sense, can be as 
simple as when a six-year-old asks to play with a group of friends and they say no. 
Conversely, if the friends change their mind and let the new child in, he becomes an insider, a 
member, and a friend himself. Of course, in this case there are almost no barriers to entry; if 
the current group says yes, the six-year-old becomes a member.  
 
In fact, a community may share a common history, lifestyle, set of beliefs and/or ethnicity that 
makes it difficult or impossible to become a member. Some may grow up in a community but 
then leave and receive training or membership in other groups that made their views closer to 
that of an outsider; their original community may or may not accept them should they return. 
Others may join a community later in life but become fully accepted as a member even 
despite differences in background. 
 
Awareness of one’s status as a community member or an outsider opens the first door to 
understanding the perspective of someone on the other side. The anthropological concept of 
etic, referring to how an outsider sees things, thus comes into play. Derived etics take into 
account emics, or the perspective from the inside (of group members), while imposed etics do 
not (Rapaport, 1989). Without taking into account emics, experts only have their own 
imposed etics to instruct them on creating and implementing housing-aid projects. When an 
outsider does take into account emics, a new possibility for communication with sensitivity to 
the different perspectives and cultural contexts of the stakeholders becomes a possibility. 
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However, even while being aware of one’s status, an outsider must contend with the fact that 
“It is difficult for outsiders to draw out the views of these [local] groups; they usually do not 
speak local languages, they usually have a limited knowledge of local society and they are 
usually perceived as ‘donors’, so critical comments are suppressed or made strategically 
rather than sincerely.” (IIED, 2001) The balance of resources is not equal; the outsider in an 
aid situation usually has more connections and the choice of what knowledge to use. Also, of 
course, the donor has the money. 
 
Concepts of Aid 
In any given program donors might include government agencies, non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), educational organizations, for-profit corporations, and community 
based organizations. They all have one thing in common: immediate financial profitability is 
not their goal in donating. But the commonality often ends there. Aid can take many forms, 
and each form has a supporting theory about why it works best.  
 
Figure 5 illustrates a continuum of some of the most prominent methods of aid employed by 
NGOs and other aid agencies. 
Figure 6.A Continuum of NGO Aid Methods 
 
Theoretically, such a continuum could be on a time scale, with disaster relief, welfare 
orientated aid being the most short-term type interventions, and support for a broad-based 
people’s movement for structural change being the longest-term type of intervention. Of 
course, in practice any of the methodologies might have varied lengths. Each type of aid has 
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different goals, but self-help aid (in the case of housing, this would be when recipients are 
building or financing at least partly themselves) both gives power to vulnerable peoples in the 
short term, while providing a framework for lasting change (thus, it lies in the middle of the 
spectrum). Although the continuum presents it as a middle road, organizations focused on 
self-help methods have largely been considered alternative.  
 
While the methodologies on the extreme ends of the spectrum can play an important role in 
‘development’ aid, time limits each of them in different ways. On the “disaster relief” side of 
the spectrum, aid can only be for a limited period of time in order to avoid becoming only 
ongoing handouts of material goods. On the “structural change” side of the spectrum, causing 
significant shifts in structure can take a tremendous amount of time and resources. The middle 
ground, however, can in a limited time frame and with limited resources have the potential to 
put in place lasting change. All these methods are in use and all are applicable to housing-aid. 
 
However, a fiscal crisis among many aid agencies, combined with dissatisfaction about the 
results of current methods, is causing some to rethink the way they run. Table 2 outlines some 
of the main points of possible scenarios (Beyond Aid Scenarios or BAS) that would 
completely transform the concept of aid. 
Table 2.Beyond Aid Scenarios (BAS)  
Author Focus Core Development Task Action Needed NGDO Role
Edwards 
and Sen 
(2000) 
Ethics and 
values 
Make people more 
cooperative 
Personal 
transformation 
worldwide 
Cultivators of cooperation 
and collaborative spirit  
van Tuijl 
(2000)  
 
Human 
rights 
Ensure entitlements Global adoption of 
human rights 
conventions  
Watchdogs, not agents of 
philanthropy, charity and 
welfare 
Cameron 
(2000) 
Risk Reduce uncertainty  Redistribution of risk 
away from the poor  
Intermediary agents who 
direct risk distribution in 
pro-poor ways  
Fowler 
(2000d)  
Civic roots Find, test and demonstrate 
better ways for states and 
markets to fulfill obligations 
Discovery of scalable  
innovations 
Social entrepreneurs, civic 
innovators 
Fowler 
(2002) 
Rights based 
principles 
Ensure entitlements Reduction and 
redistribution of risk, 
reduction of cost of 
compliance, exaction 
of compliance 
Mediators, validators, 
watchdogs and innovators 
Source: Fowler, 2002 
 
The final BAS listed in the Table (Fowler, 2002a) synthesizes several of the earlier methods. 
In particular, the role of aid organizations as civic innovators seems to hold promise. This role 
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could combine with an emphasis on developing scalable, appropriate technologies for 
vulnerable people to help themselves, through combining their own knowledge with the new 
technologies.  
 
Power and Participation  
By virtue of the fact that they usually have more material resources at hand, experts in aid 
programs have power over the local community and individuals to the extent that the 
community and individuals want access to those resources. However, the practices that 
experts employ largely determine the degree to which they have power over what can or may 
be done, versus giving the community the power to do. Turner identifies these two forms of 
power and their interplay between three levels of action: local community ‘development’ 
projects, ‘development’ programs (usually consisting of several projects) and ‘development’ 
policies (usually consisting of several programs) (Turner, 2002).  
 
On all of these levels the developed/undeveloped dichotomy looms large. If the local 
community is perceived as being ‘undeveloped’ and ‘uneducated’ the outsider has power over 
the community members by virtue of his/her status as ‘developed’ and ‘educated’. The 
assumption that people have to consume education as a scarce resource supports this 
perception. Humans become homo educandus, learning only by being educated (nearly 
synonymous with Naess’ ‘being done to’!), instead of having the power to learn of one’s own 
volition simply as a consequence of having a mind, a body and a heart (Illich, 1984). The 
terminology of ‘community participation’ in an aid agency’s program rather than government 
(or another aid agency’s) participation in a community’s program indicates that the outsider is 
considered the educated and developed one with resources to offer and negates the importance 
of the community’s knowledge and resources to the outsiders (Desai, 1995). The premise is 
that the participation will benefit the community, thus there becomes “a moral obligation for 
residents to assist the ‘experts’” (Desai, 1995: 48). The experts, in turn, have control over 
dominant knowledge and its production (Gaventa, 2001). They have the ability to include or 
exclude local knowledge. “…unless a project is actually owned by the people, i.e. they have a 
complete say in what will and will not be done and are ultimately responsible for the 
decisions taken, true participation cannot be said to have taken place; indeed it is only when 
development workers learn to become participants in the people’s projects that there can be 
true participation leading to the empowerment of the people” (Cooper, 1996: 233). 
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Experts often try to include community participation for a variety of reasons and also often 
encounter problems doing so. Table 3 outlines the major reasons that projects include 
community participation and many of the obstacles it needs to overcome.  
Table 3.Reasons for and Problems with Community Participation  
R
ea
so
n
A right Increase 
local self-
reliance 
and 
cooperation 
Helping people 
move away from 
increased 
dependence and 
marginalization 
Establish 
strong 
CBO to 
continue 
after aid is 
gone 
Better 
project 
results 
Eliminate 
participant’
s resistance 
to project, 
increasing 
willingness 
to pay 
(WTP) 
Political 
capital by 
demonstrating 
that the 
people and 
government 
work together 
Political/social 
control by co-opting 
community 
leadership 
Pr
ob
le
m
Many 
countries 
have little 
experience 
&  Lack of 
suitable 
personnel 
NGOs have 
limited 
ability to 
redistribute 
resources 
on large 
scale 
Govts. avoiding 
giving real 
power to low-
income  
Govt. views 
participation as 
local subversive 
activity  
CBO does 
not 
necessarily 
represent 
whole 
community 
What is 
source of 
leadership? 
What links 
outside 
community
? 
Participa
nts left 
out of 
design 
stage 
Commun
ication 
problems 
Problems 
building 
mutual 
trust 
Participation 
by 
representation 
as 
contradiction: 
representative
s seen as 
unique and 
different 
Subversion & 
manipulation of 
locals 
 
Source: after Desai, 1995, relationships between reasons and problems added 
 
The table shows possible relationships between the kinds of reasons community participation 
has been undertaken and the kinds of problems it may encounter (i.e. if community 
participation were used to establish strong community-based organizations (CBOs), there 
might be a problem if the resulting CBO did not truly represent the community). Additionally, 
it shows some reasons as being more oriented towards the community’s interests, while others 
are more oriented toward outsider interests. Of course, in any given project there may be 
multiple reasons for community participation and multiple problems encountered with it. 
However, the table as a whole illustrates how control over people, resources, and decisions 
affects participation. This control hinges on who acts, how, and on the basis of what 
knowledge. 
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2.2 COMMUNICATION 
 
Now that some of the concepts central to housing-aid have been discussed, the central 
relationship this paper undertakes to examine can be examined; the expert-local relationship, 
and the communication that such a relationship implies. The practices that experts use to 
communicate with the dwellers, because of their central importance in creating effective 
programs, are key. Without effective communication, the possibility of participation and 
collaboration can only be rhetoric as the involved parties cannot understand each other’s 
intentions and meanings. Figure 6 shows some  
Figure 7.Significant Elements of Communication in Housing-aid Projects 
 
 
of the key elements (though certainly not the only elements) of communication important to 
housing-aid projects. Although the figure is reductive, it can provide a framework for the 
examination of communication in the context of housing-aid. 
 
As Figure 6 shows, communication between experts and locals can happen in several types of 
different settings, either in spoken settings: 
• personal settings (conversations via phone or in person) 
• non-personal settings (monologues i.e. a lecturer) 
• institutional settings (limited by institutional rules i.e. witness in court) 
• mediated settings (intermediaries between expresser and target of expressions) 
or in written settings which can also be personal (i.e. a letter to a friend) or impersonal (i.e. a 
letter to an editor) (Clark, 1996). Within these settings, human communication consists of a 
complex system of interactive and interconnected processes as illustrated in Figure 7. These 
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processes are all parts of the larger and essential process of creating and communicating 
meaning (Harper, 1979).   
Figure 8.Human Communication Paradigm 
 
 
In the same way that the system of settings that includes dwellings sets the stage on which 
community and family life can take place, and influences how these lives take place, 
communication settings set the stage for meaningful interactions and has an influence upon 
them. Some communication settings (i.e. personal) lend themselves to active participation by 
all involved parties (‘doing’), while others lend themselves to a deep line between a defined 
sender of messages and a defined receiver (i.e. non-personal) where some parties are ‘being 
done to’ in the sense of acting as recipients rather then participators in the communication 
process. 
 
Sending Communication 
Both experts and locals can act as the sender of communications in the fluid process of 
relating messages. Of course, the first decision is the one to send a communication at all. 
While it is often assumed that aid recipients will want to participate in projects, if they have 
been left out of the design stage of a project, there may be little incentive to voice their ideas 
in later stages or apathy regarding doing so (Desai, 1995). When experts decide what their 
practices will be regarding communication, there are a wide variety of factors to consider 
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about how to communicate different kinds of information. Table 2 illustrates some of these 
factors.  
Table 4.Factors to Consider When Choosing a Communication Channel 
 Time 
required for 
feedback 
Amount of 
information 
conveyed 
Sender’s 
control over 
how message 
is composed 
Control 
over 
receiver’s 
attention 
Effectiveness 
for detailed 
messages 
Face-to-Face  Immediate 
(after contact 
established)
  
Highest Moderate Highest Weak 
Telephone  Immediate 
(after contact 
established)  
Vocal, but  not 
visual 
Moderate Less than in 
face-to-face 
setting 
Weakest 
Voicemail Delayed Vocal, but not 
visual 
Higher (because 
receiver can't 
interrupt) 
Low Weak 
E-mail Delayed Lowest (text 
only, no 
formatting) 
High Low Better 
Hard copy (e.g.  
hand-written or 
typed message) 
Delayed Words, 
numbers, and 
images, but no 
nonverbal cues 
Highest Low  Good 
 Source: Alder & Rodman, 2003: 
14 
In addition to the factors listed, cultural conceptions about certain modes of communication 
need to be considered (i.e. there may be some topics that would be considered taboo to 
address explicitly in writing via hard copy or e-mail, but would be acceptable to converse 
about). In general, understanding the perspective and cultural context of the individuals or 
group receiving communications will assist in creating an effective message (Alder & 
Rodman, 2003). More specifically, choices about the form of the message and the phrases 
chosen can accidentally or intentionally communicate status or power which may partly 
determine how the listener understands the message.  
 
Receiving Communication 
While hearing is the physical process of receiving sound waves on the eardrums, listening 
consists of a much more complex process of assigning meaning to these waves and is a skill 
which, in order to be fully effective, one must learn (Adler & Rodman, 2003). Distinguishing 
between hearing a set of words, even given a linguistic understanding of all the vocabulary, 
and understanding their meaning proves a key for understanding the problems that can exist in 
receiving communication. Just because a person knows all the words in a sentence, or even 
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thinks s/he has understood the meaning of the sentence, doesn’t mean s/he has. Many reasons 
exist why a person might be a poor listener. 
Figure 9.Reasons for Poor Listening 
 
Source: Adler & Rodman, 2003, ordering added 
 
Figure 8 illustrates some of these and orders them. While some listening problems occur 
primarily due to just what is going on inside one individual (i.e. psychological noise) other 
problems, such as cultural differences, have to do with the interaction between the individuals 
or groups involved and are therefore collective. Similarly, while some problems are general – 
would exist between the parties no matter the specific context, others are highly contextual, 
for example a tractor going by while one is talking will make communication particularly 
difficult until it has passed. In all cases, the effort that the listener wants to make and the skill 
that s/he has as a listener will contribute to whether or not the message that the sender wanted 
to get across makes it intact.  
 
Culture 
Among the various listening problems that can occur, cultural differences are particularly 
important to this project, as often experts will be coming from a different culture, regardless 
of if they are from the same country, then the local community. Different cultural contexts 
can create a ‘noise’ in communication through which information has to pass in order for 
meanings to be understood as intended. Such cultural differences can occur between people 
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from different parts of one nation or different ethnic or socio-economic groups. To get 
through this noise, all involved parties need to have already decided, at a minimum, to be 
willing to put effort into understanding each other’s meanings beyond the effort they would 
make to listen to someone from their own cultural context. Furthermore, they should be 
sensitive to the differences in cultural values. Loosely, five cultural values can be defined that 
very directly effect communication: individualistic vs. collectivistic (valuing the individual 
vs. valuing the group), low vs. high power distance (importance of differences in power & 
status and whether they need to be formally recognized (high power distance) or not (low-
power distance), high task vs. high social orientation (results oriented vs. concern about 
others), and long-term vs. short-term focus. The people of different countries fall in very 
different places on each of these spectrums. For example, people from the United States tend 
to be individualistic, have low power distance, and a short-term focus (Adler & Rodman, 
2003). Of course, these generalizations do not mean that all individuals or sub-cultures in the 
U.S. have these values or express them in their communication styles. However, they can 
point toward potential problems leading to misunderstandings and failures to communicate 
meanings in cross-cultural contexts. Without necessarily being aware of it, people, through 
their communication style, communicate a complex value system from which they come and 
through which they mediate the messages they receive. Unintentionally, people from cultures 
accustomed to different communication styles can easily miss each others signals leading to 
miscommunication. 
 
Culture also heavily influences the very different modes of dealing with conflict that exist. 
Some cultures have a tradition of low-context communication (where speakers try to be literal 
and direct) especially in conflict situations, whereas other cultures have a high-context 
tradition (where speakers focus on being indirect and practicing self-restraint) (Adler & 
Rodman, 2003). Obviously communication over a conflict (already a charged situation) 
between people from different cultures when these significant differences in values are not 
perceived can be extremely difficult. Through communication styles differences in values are 
becoming articulate (either directly or indirectly). These differences in values can lead to 
productive sharing and new creative possibilities or to communication breakdowns and the 
lack of ability to reach program goals. These values can effect communication on both the 
micro level of individuals from different cultures trying to communicate and on the macro 
level of institutional communication between cultures.  
Communication about Technology and Knowledge 
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The environmentalist and education specialist T. Whiston (1996) argues that culturally related 
barriers to communication exist due to the North’s unwillingness to accept the limitations 
their imposition of lifestyles exerts on the South. Additionally, the competitive environment 
that dominates the modern global market works against the cooperation necessary for 
knowledge transfer (Whiston, 1996). This environment may make individuals and groups 
from potentially competing cultures skeptical of one another from the start and need to spend 
a considerable amount of time building trust and understanding before communication about 
the matter at hand can proceed effectively.  
 
In order to study communication between experts and locals, an understanding of the 
difficulties of (and differences between) transferring knowledge and technology will be 
essential. K. Gill of the University of Brighton Department of Library and Information 
Studies writes that  
“Technology is technically produced and its transfer is explicit and linear. Knowledge is 
socially produced, it is both objective and tacit, and its transfer is both explicit and non-
linear. Knowledge is socially and culturally embedded, it is generative, productive and 
reproductive; it cannot be codified and explicated as if it were data.” (Gill, 1996: 23) 
 
While a person of one culture might relatively easily demonstrate a technology that has been 
developed and enable a person of another culture to learn how to technically utilize that 
technology, the knowledge surrounding the technology and from whence it came, will be 
considerably more difficult to communicate. The distinction here is one between the different 
levels of difficulty in communicating about technology as opposed to knowledge.  
 
More generally, these levels of difficulty translate into the difference between tacit knowledge 
and explicit knowledge. Tacit knowledge, though by definition never directly expressed, 
largely determines how a person responds to a given situation. Even in the most routine of 
daily exchanges often assume a shared tacit knowledge that gives them meaning. The 
anthropologist and linguist Wlliam Hanks of the University of Chicago writes, “It should be 
clear that simple exchanges like this one [a husband asks “D’the paper come today, 
sweetheart?” and the wife responds, “It’s right on the table”] can be tinkered with indefinitely 
and that much of the transparency that we sense on first hearing can be made opaque” (Hanks, 
1996: 3).  In order for the exchange to be effective the listener and speaker need to know what 
kind of paper, what table, that he wants to know where the paper is (not just if it was 
delivered), etcetera. Such implications, and infinitely more complex ones, are buried within 
every exchange people have, verbal or non-verbal, and can endlessly obscure the process of 
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communication. The assumptions that the couple makes because of their tacit knowledge 
seem sensible only to a person who understands the context of these assumptions. Hanks 
again, “…we, as native actors, are curiously comfortable amidst an infinity of assumptions, 
beneath a horizon as familiar and unnoticed as the night sky. That is, provided we have the 
right background. Provided, for this example, that we come from a world in which people 
have dining rooms and read newspapers, in which men and women act as couples in certain 
common ways, in which English is spoken and coffee is drunk in cups in the morning” 
(Hanks, 1996: 5). Where differences in cultural contexts exist, tacit knowledge will often not 
be shared, and assumptions will often need to be articulated. Culturally shaped tacit 
knowledge becomes manifest in lifestyle (see Section 2.1) and relates to housing, the stage on 
which lifestyle performs (see Figure 3). This type of knowledge, then, may be a key to a 
deeper understanding of how messages are received and sent regarding both culture and 
housing options. Against this backdrop of tacit versus explicit knowledge, the next chapter 
explores the differences between knowledge and technology and some of their various forms. 
 
Meaningful Communication 
In the first supporting question, the author asks which methods of communication are most 
‘meaningful’. There is not room to fully delve into the question of what is meaningful, 
however a few notes about what the author means by this phrase in the context of this thesis 
are essential. In the first place, as mentioned above in the section on “Sending 
communication” the first choice is to communicate at all, and similarly to receive messages at 
all. How these messages are sent and received can be said to determine whether the   
communication is meaningful or not; and, more specifically, whether attention is paid by both 
the sender and the receiver lays the framework for whether the communication will have 
meaning. The educator, psychologist and Harvard Professor of Literature, Robert Coles, 
writes about a situation where a student described to him an experience he had with a worker 
at the school library saying, “I first noticed him, saw him, a few days ago. I first heard him 
too…You can dismiss someone completely by not looking at him. That’s what I’d been 
doing. I never paid attention to him” (Coles, 1989: 71) (emphasis added). Such attention is 
the pre-requisite for meaningful communication, although it does not define it. Further 
necessary is limited problems listening (see Table 4) and the ultimate result that messages are 
successfully exchanged resulting in the desired transfer of knowledge.  
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2.3 KNOWLEDGE AND TECHNOLOGY 
 
Odin, the eldest of the gods of Norse Mythology, uttered no sound as he pulled out his eye. 
His right eye was the price he had to pay for a drink at the well of wisdom. To gain the 
wisdom, the accumulated knowledge of all the ages, his penalty was to sacrifice half his 
earthly vision, in the form of his right eye (Colum, 1984). Indeed, by definition, with each bit 
of knowledge that a human being gains, s/he loses her old perspective by way of gaining a 
new one. As one person’s experiences, perception and reason differ from another’s, so does 
much of each person’s individual knowledge. As a god, Odin was able to comprehend the 
accumulated knowledge of many, many people gathered over great periods of time. The 
concepts of local and expert knowledge can be thought of as the accumulated knowledge of a 
much smaller group of people and/or ideas. 
 
But what is this knowledge that people accumulate? One dictionary defines knowledge as 
“The psychological result of perception and learning and reasoning.” The meaning people 
give to their experiences creates their knowledge. According to participation research this 
knowledge then becomes a “resource which affects decisions” related to action (who produces 
the knowledge) and consciousness (the effect that producing knowledge has on the views of 
those involved) (Gaventa, 2001: 74). This resource can take many forms: it can be collective 
or individual, transferable or specific, that of an outsider or an insider. The resource can also 
affect decisions on many levels: from the most personal to the global. The more dominant the 
knowledge the more it affects decisions. Thus, when people are excluded from the knowledge 
production process they are excluded from affecting decisions. As mainstream Western 
society has repeatedly marginalized local knowledge (Robyn, 2002) it has lost a valuable 
asset.  
 
Local Knowledge 
The scholar Louise Greiner’s definition for the term “Indigenous Knowledge” (as quoted in 
Robyn, 2002) can provide a useful starting point for understanding local knowledge, produced 
by a local community:  
“Indigenous knowledge (Ik) refers to the unique, traditional, local knowledge existing 
within and developed around the specific conditions of women and men indigenous to a 
particular geographic area…The development of Ik systems, covering all aspects of life, 
including management of the natural environment, has been a matter of survival to the 
peoples who generated these systems. Such knowledge systems are cumulative, 
representing generations of experiences, careful observations, and trial-and-error 
experiments.” (Robyn, 2002: 199-200) 
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Local knowledge, like IK, includes an understanding of a specific place and group of people 
and is cumulative. However, as used in this paper, ‘local knowledge’ has a somewhat broader 
meaning than IK, because it does not necessarily connect to indigenous people nor is it 
necessarily survival-related. Local knowledge consists of more than a superficial relationship 
with a place or people. Rather, it comes from a close connection to a bio-region and a sense of 
one’s own future and past being intimately tied to the future and past of the local community. 
As people move more and more, what knowledge and who is local comes into question. On 
the one hand, lifestyles formed by generations of people of a similar heritage hold a historical 
validity.  On the other hand, contemporary understandings have a vital connection to present 
circumstances and needs.   
 
For the purposes of housing-aid programs, the local place includes the area where building is 
proposed and the community includes the group of people who will use the homes. There may 
be individuals who understand and are able to articulate the historical and present 
perspectives of the community, or who have local expertise on specific issues (such as 
housing) and these people are vital for creating housing-aid programs that meet users’ needs. 
One key to identifying these individuals is through identifying who has the power to act and 
who effectively acts on the local knowledge. For the purpose of housing-aid programs, those 
with an understanding of the branch of knowledge called technology, which is the practical 
application of scientific understanding, have much to offer. 
 
Local Technologies 
The Native American activist Linda Robyn cites in her writing a definition of indigenous 
technology as “hardware (equipment, tools, instruments, and energy sources) and software (a 
combination of knowledge, processes, skills, and social organization) that focus attention on 
particular tasks.” (Massaquoi, 1993 in Robyn, 2002: 200) Again the distinction between 
indigenous and local is significant. As Robyn refers specifically to indigenous technology, the 
definition applies only to groups of native peoples that developed these technologies as a 
matter of survival. However, the definition can be widened to include those technologies that, 
while not developed as a matter of survival, have been developed around a specific place and 
community, thus becoming more generally local technologies found both among Indigenous 
people and communities who have only occupied a place in  more modern times. The genius 
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of these local technologies is that, by definition, the local community has developed them 
around a specific place, geared towards the available resources, climate, and landscape.  
 
Local technologies include methods for designing and building homes to be transportable, as 
in the case of the light Nama mat huts native to Namibia, which people constructed of bark 
loosened by flame and available wherever the group traveled (Whenecke, 2001). Local 
communities use materials such as bamboo and reed (Oliver, 1969) and carefully adjust to the 
climate, for example in the projecting mud walls of the Lobi houses of Ghana, designed to 
facilitate rain-water run off (Mumtaz, 1969) and in the air-cavities in the walls of Iraqi homes 
that provide natural ventilation (Al-Azzawi, 1969). In some cases, building materials have 
been used almost to the point of extinction as in the case of the oaks of the Swiss mid-lands 
used in traditional Berenese farmhouses (Atkinson, 1969). Such problems clearly necessitate 
a search for new materials and methods. However, in other cases, notably among many 
Indigenous peoples, the buildings methods are among the most climatically appropriate 
models available. The mud or stone Native American pueblos “look as though they were an 
inevitable part of the landscape and are always related to the rather dramatic mesa formations 
in form and colour, thus being somewhat difficult to see.” (Rapoport, 1969: 68)  
Figure 10.Climatic Design of the Malay House 
  
 Source: Yuan, 200136
On the other side of the earth, the traditional Malay house is described in very similar terms as 
blending into its natural surroundings (Yuan, 2000). Figure 9 illustrates the aspects of its 
design geared specifically to the local climate. In fact Indigenous peoples provide almost the 
only known models of humans living in harmony with their environment over a long-term 
(Robyn, 2002). 
 
Expert Knowledge 
Those outsiders most relevant for housing-aid (and other types of aid programs as well) are 
expert planners, builder, engineers and architects. These people collectively understand bodies 
of information that may be useful to aid projects. Ideally, they have command of the 
principles of their field and experience of situations or technical problem-solving skills that 
are transferable. Particularly, they may be aware of technologies and/or methods appropriate 
to the users’ needs which locals do not know about or have experience with, as in the case of 
the American Indian Housing Initiative (Section 4.3). They can present new alternatives to the 
users that may help them more effectively bridge the gap (where one exists) between 
historically molded knowledge and present circumstances and needs. In modern times, the 
training of such experts has focused almost exclusively on technologies appropriate to urban 
and Western cultures (Bristol, 2001). Expert knowledge thus primarily utilizes these 
technologies (‘modern’) and their uses. 
 
‘Modern’ Technologies 
Eli Whitney invented the cotton gin in 1794. The first modern steam engine chugged in 1769. 
These two inventions in many ways signaled the beginning of industrialization. Profit and 
large-scale production became the primary aims of technology. Instead of people creating 
technologies for and because of a specific place, companies designed modern technology to 
work anywhere for anyone; witness the pre-fabricated house, the factory produced 
automobile, and IKEA. The advantages of these technologies in terms of mobility and access 
to goods can be many, but their shadow also looms large. Our weaponry can destroy our 
world. “It doesn’t take too much sense or courage,” Berry reminds us, “to say we mustn’t do 
that. If we are not going to do that, that means we have got to establish limits somehow.” 
(Burleigh, 2000) Nature is self-adjusting. Not so technology. (Schumacher, 1973) Modern 
technology has made us capable of living longer and with less focus on subsisting, but it has 
also become increasingly violent (McRobie, 1981). In the most obvious sense this can be seen 
through the development of nuclear weapons, biological weapons and other weapons of mass 
 37
destruction. Beyond these military developments, the concept of modern technology as 
violent also expands into “violent means”, for example in the use of heavy pesticides in 
agriculture (McRobie, 1981: 10) or the use of indestructible materials in housing construction: 
these means can be construed as violent because they do damage to the community, human 
and natural. Yet they have developed side by side with gentler technologies. Since technology 
is not self-adjusting the question then arises: Where to put the limits? This is a question of 
huge importance for humanity.   
 
Most experts have been trained in these mainstream, mobile, and modern technologies. These 
technologies have largely been developed for conditions of affluence and without 
consideration to long-term environmental sustainability (Hawken, 1999). However, from 
modern technological development new materials have also come for creating more efficient 
homes, like superinsulation and superwindows (Hawken, 1999). More common modern 
materials like polythene and concrete can be used with traditional mud and masonry methods 
for earthquake retrofitting (Salazar, 2001). To be effective in housing-aid programs, designs 
need to be cheaply replicable for thousands of homes; experts created modern technologies 
for this kind of efficiency. In these programs, experts with training in modern technologies 
have much to offer, but are also in danger of imposing inappropriate, even culturally and 
physically violent technologies. So, for housing, what should the limits be?  
 
Appropriate Technologies 
The economist E.F. Schumacher introduced the ‘law of the disappearing middle’ to describe 
how, as technologies develop, the most primitive and the most advanced are the ones that stay 
in use, so that the kind of technologies needed for useful aid are largely not available. These 
are the technologies that are more efficient and scientific than many local technologies, but 
very much cheaper, simpler and easier to maintain than mainstream modern technologies 
(McRobie, 1981). Appropriate technologies should be in sync with the local climate. In order 
to be appropriate, technologies “must past the tests of filling an identifiable need, being 
relatively simple and cheap to make and maintain and functioning satisfactorily under 
operating conditions” (McRobie, 1981: 39). The technology’s applicability in the hands of 
humans with real needs and problems proves or disproves its relevance.  
 
In this vision, aid agencies would develop appropriate technologies using the resources 
available to them, but make sure that they were appropriate as well for each specific project 
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and the people involved. Such a technology, if truly appropriate, should then, by definition, 
stimulate interest in using it among the people it was developed for. This vision is the basis of 
The Intermediate Technology Development Group (ITDG), founded by E.F. Schumacher. 
Their principles include the belief “that the rural areas will continue to be bypassed and 
unemployment will continue to grow, unless self-help technologies are made available to the 
poor countries with assistance in their use.” (McRobie, 1981: 33) Appropriate technologies 
are affordable, thus putting them within reach of those with the greatest need. In this vision, 
the primary involvement would be through short to medium term interventions where experts 
would learn about a given community, develop technologies appropriate for it, and then 
educate consumers about these technologies. This type of method has the potential to provide 
maximum impact even with a minimum of funding. 
 
Creating and using appropriate technologies could be part of a system where “Everybody 
would be admitted to what is now the rarest privilege, the opportunity of working usefully, 
creatively, with his [sic] own hands and brains, in his [sic] own time, at his [sic] own pace—
and with excellent tools” (Schumacher, 1973: 144).  Creating homes that can nurture families 
and provide shelter from the elements provides a natural application for such a vision. Indeed, 
ITDG’s first group in pursuit of this goal was on building in Africa. Their work included 
educating small building entrepreneurs in management techniques to help them avoid 
usurpation by expatriates, scaling down cement making factories, and upgrading the 
traditional building materials of lime and lime-pozzolana mortars (McRobie, 1981). These are 
the kind of technologies that could come out of combining local and expert knowledge and 
technology.  
 
Local and expert knowledge both have value in a modern world that is ecologically damaged. 
Knowledge with inputs from both perspectives could help to realize the possibility that 
“democratic participation in knowledge production can expand the boundaries of human 
action” (Gaventa, 2001: 72). In order to make this possible, people may need, like Odin, to 
sacrifice their old perspective in order to take in new views and move towards wisdom.  
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2.4 CONCLUSION 
 
Having examined theories in Housing, Aid, Communication and Technology, the author feels 
it is important at this juncture to state that these thinkers were chosen according to their 
perceived usefulness in relation to an examination of housing-aid projects and expert practices 
there within. The central theme throughout these concepts is the expert and local 
communities, each with their own culture, knowledge, and technologies, and the difficulties in 
meaningful communication between them. In order to understand further the relevance of 
these theories and move towards suggestions of expert practices, the thesis will now turn to an 
examination of expert’s culture and experiences.  
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 CHAPTER 3.EXPERT’S EXPERIENCES 
 
3.1 EXPERT CULTURE 
 
While most organizations today, governmental and non-governmental alike, agree that 
participation on some level is important for housing-aid (and indeed aid in general) and that 
projects should be appropriate technologically and socially to the context that they are meant 
for, the culture of the expert community is not one that promotes the actualization of these 
intentions. As Nitan Raje blatantly puts it: 
 “Most planners and architects however do not really bother to evaluate the user 
requirements or are prepared to design customized houses or seriously engage into a 
process oriented approach. In fact I would say that architects and planners depend solely 
on their beliefs and work out the most feasible design that fits the budget. On the other 
hand agencies at times implement the 'site and services' type of projects that provided only 
the basic infrastructure where users build their own houses within a specified framework. 
Mostly architects and planners rely on the incremental mechanism in which it is expected 
that if macro scale issues are determined, then the users can develop the micro scale 
aspects. However this approach has succeeded only in very few projects. In most other 
cases either the users have abandoned the sites or sold them to higher income households.” 
(Raje, Personal Communication)  
 
In this context, communication has a tendency to be one-sided, and participation comes late in 
the process, if at all, when it can have minimum impact on already decided plans. Since, 
“Typically what the community brings to the relationship is devalued by experts” (Bristol, 
Personal Communication), the knowledge that members of the community have does not get 
brought to light or applied. In this case, experts are making a faulty assumption (and members 
of the local communities may themselves concur) that the local knowledge is not of value. As 
discussed in Section 2.2, and highlighted in Figure 9, faulty assumptions are one of the main 
reasons for poor listening. Given that the expert does not think the local knowledge is of use, 
s/he has no reason to listen to the local people.  
 
Given this atmosphere, those experts that do make efforts to break out of the habitual way of 
dealing with users (i.e. imposing expert’s ideas on them), who might be classified as forming 
a sub-culture in the expert community, often have not received training in the skills they need 
to be effective.  
“Though I find it [listening] one of the most important things a professional can learn, I 
have no real method in listening.  So much of what we do in architecture is based on how 
we interpret what we hear from people – users, clients, communities, authorities.  There is 
an overwhelming urge on the part of many experts to want to dominate conversations and 
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prove their expertise to everyone.  Avoiding that consuming need is the first step, I 
believe, in actually hearing others.  This is as much the stuff of personal relationships as 
professional.  In that, I find most of us fail more often than not.  A psychologist would be 
better at providing an answer to that question.  I continue to fly by the seat of my pants on 
that one - as important as it is to being in any way effective in this environment.” (Bristol, 
Personal Communication) 
 
This sub-culture is certainly doing important work, but their views and practices are not 
institutionalized and their networks appear to often be informal. Within this limited scope, 
they have the power to have a significant impact in so far as they communicate meaningfully 
on an individual level and facilitate housing-aid projects, but in the general expert atmosphere 
described above and therefore without complete support their efforts do not accomplish all 
that they could.  
 
3.2 BUILDING MATERIALS  
 
This chapter uses building materials to examine the range of perspectives that can exist 
among experts and dwellers and to try to address whether there is necessarily a need for local 
knowledge, or a need for expert involvement, at all in all housing-aid projects. Reviewing 
experiences from housing projects in regard to this crucial issue can shed light on the role of 
experts as well as the expert/local relationship. At the same time, a study of building materials 
can show the range of options that are available in housing and the different impacts that 
various choices can have, on dwellers’ identities and lives as well as on the physical structures 
created and the extent to which they are ‘green’.  
 
One of the major decisions for any housing project is the type of materials that will be used. 
This decision determines much of the style, cost, durability and energy usage of the resulting 
housing. Members of the local community and experts may have largely differing habits and 
knowledge in regards to building materials. While experts are likely to be familiar with 
‘modern’ materials developed in prosperous and industrialized countries, such as glass and 
steel, in many situations the local community will be relying largely on the available natural 
building materials. In fact, the difference between these types of materials has created a global 
habitation divide between poorer and more prosperous areas (Gupta, 2000). Due to this 
divide, local knowledge about naturally available building materials has often gone 
underutilized by experts (Gupta, 2000), whereas the lack of knowledge about modern building 
materials has sometimes created unsafe homes in marginalized communities, as will be 
examined, for example, in the case of the MEERP.  
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 Traditional Building Materials 
Specifically, with access only to limited building materials, traditional knowledge alone has 
often led to homes that are not sufficiently prepared for earthquakes, storms, or floods 
(Sumpta, 2000, MacLeod 2002), as seen, for example in the MEERP project discussed in 
Section 4.4. The common use of regenerative materials for traditional housing does not 
necessarily imply that these materials are always the most environmentally sound options (i.e. 
the use of tropical hardwoods that are in limited supply) (Marsh, 1996). However, there are 
many cases where the traditional materials are regenerative and the supply is relatively secure. 
Traditional building materials include grass, twigs, branches (or saplings), logs, leaves, reeds, 
animal skin, snow, straw, clay (and cob, made of straw & clay), vines, stone, mud, cow dung, 
sand, adobe, and soil (Shoenauer, 1981). In short, they include any readily available material 
with strength and durability. Over time, incredibly strong, complex and climatically 
appropriate designs were created using these available or easily produced materials 
(Shoenauer, 1981). Of course, no rule exists stating that the material traditionally used in one 
area is the only appropriate low-energy material for that area. In areas where the local 
traditional materials are in relatively short supply, other options for low-energy materials may 
be garnished from societies living in similar climates in other parts of the world (Lerner, 
1997). Similarly, there are movements in ‘developed’ countries to adopt traditional materials 
in various ways (i.e. the straw bale movement) to produce more ecological ‘modern’ homes. 
The use of traditional materials by no means has to translate into homes without plumbing or 
electricity, and homes built with such materials have the capacity to be reinforced with 
modern building materials to create truly high-performance housing suited to the dweller’s 
lifestyle, an option that this thesis will soon examine. 
 
Modern Building Materials 
Expert training often focuses on knowing how to determine which manufactured materials 
will be best suited to the construction task at hand, rather then expanding material options 
beyond the manufactured sector. The training in, for example, architecture, focuses almost 
exclusively on expensive urban-oriented design to the exclusion of rural or ecological 
considerations (Bristol, 2003). The materials that most architects have been trained to use are 
among the most energy consuming to produce (Table 4), and are not regenerative.  
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Table 5.Comparative Energy Requirements of Building Materials 
The extraction of the raw materials needed to 
produce them alone can have negative 
environmental impacts (Marsh, 1996). 
However, they can be extremely useful if 
used correctly to protect people against 
natural disasters. One type of manufactured 
material common to housing-aid projects are 
pre-fabricated homes. The lightweight 
materials common in these systems are 
cheaper to transport, which may explain this 
preference for them. However, these 
materials also have a tendency toward a short 
lifespan, which limits their long-term 
usefulness (Marsh, 1996). All of these 
modern materials are the product of scientific 
experimentation coming out of a Western 
tradition that places ‘objective’ science centrally historically to the exclusion, in the words of 
the Indian activist and scientists Vandana Shiva, of “ecological and holistic ways of knowing 
that understand and respect nature’s processes and interconnectedness as science” (Shiva, 
1997: 162) This context helps explain the social reasons that modern materials might be 
rejected, or, conversely, how their acceptance could be seen as part of a broader 
Westernization of a community. 
Material 
Very High Energy: 
Primary Energy 
Requirement 
(MJ/kg) 
Aluminum 200-250 
Plastics 50-100 
Copper 100+ 
Stainless steel 100 
High Energy: 
Steel 20-60 
Lead, Zinc 25+ 
Glass 12-25 
Cement 5-8 
Plaster Board 8-10 
Medium Energy:  
Lime 3-5 
Clay bricks and tiles 2-7 
Concrete  
In situ 0.8-1.5 
Blocks 0.8-3.5 
Precast 1.5-8 
Sand-lime brick 0.8-1.2 
Timber (sawn) 0.1-5 
Low Energy  
Sand, Aggregate <.5 
Soil Ash <.5 
Soil <.5 
Adobe  <.2 
Source: Gupta (ed.), 1998 
 
Innovative Building Materials 
A third category of building materials (beyond traditional and modern), that has been 
classified as “innovative” by the U.N. Settlements Programme, offers one solution to this 
instability. These materials use modern techniques and materials to make traditional building 
materials of a higher quality and provide more viable alternatives to importing modern 
materials (UNSP, 1985). These innovative materials have the ability to withstand natural 
disasters more readily as well as to have less maintenance then many traditional homes, 
without losing the benefits of the climatically suited (and often less expensive and more 
readily available) traditional materials.  
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Such innovative materials include earth bricks stabilized by cement and Portland cement 
blended with the more traditional lime binder (UNSP, 1985). The definition could also 
include such methods as will be discussed in Section 4.4 on the Tools and Technologies in 
MEERP, where steel knee-bracings are used to connect post and beams only and a polythene 
sheet reduces the thickness of the traditional mud roof (Salazar, 1993). These methods 
combine materials during the building process for more innovative options. 
 
The lack of expert knowledge of what materials are available locally and how these materials 
have been traditionally used prevents the full exploitation of such innovative materials. In 
order to effectively bring innovative materials to market, flexible building codes are a 
prerequisite. In some cases, experts have understood the need for such building codes and 
made essential changes. For example, in Zimbabwe the building code was changed from 
allowing exclusively fired bricks as a building material, to allowing farm bricks or any 
material that could pass appropriate testing (Kamete, 2001).  However, much more needs to 
be done. The UN Centre for Human Habitat summarizes the problematic situation by writing 
that, “probably the greatest problem of the building materials sector is its inability to benefit 
from opportunities to expand the output of the sector, using a vast array of underutilized 
indigenous resource inputs.” (UNCHH, 1985) While marginalized communities suffer from 
lack of access to modern technologies, the entire building materials sector, including that used 
for housing-aid programs, suffers from a lack of access to indigenous resources. These 
resources could be readily accessed via communication with local communities that have used 
them traditionally. 
 
Expert and local communication about building materials 
Local knowledge could help overcome barriers of a lack of information about available 
resources and knowledge about how to use those resources. There are projects underway, 
such as one to create a bio-geographic map of indigenous construction materials (Lerner, 
1997), which could help improve the situation. But in the long term interaction between 
experts and dwellers could lead to more lasting housing solutions. Technologies are becoming 
available to help move this process along. For example, the Geographic Information Systems 
Participation (GIS-P) model allows mapping indigenous knowledge alongside expert 
knowledge in a spatial setting.  If traditional knowledge is to be successfully combined with 
expert knowledge such technologies may be an essential tool whereby experts can see 
traditional knowledge presented in a familiar framework (Forrester, 2000). One study that 
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used this technology for collecting a variety of types of non-expert knowledge found that 
“Both ‘lay’ and ‘professional’ participants in this study regarded the GIS-P mapping process 
as a useful way of making sense of the lived environment…” (Forrester, 2000: 6). The 
architect and Co-director of the Center for Maximum Potential Building Systems Pliny Fisk 
demonstrates this in his work, which has included transferring knowledge about indigenous 
building materials between similar climates in various parts of the world and traveling to 
South America to test locally available materials for their reliability in building (Lerner, 
1997).  
 
Another situation where experts were able to make a positive impact with their knowledge is 
the case of reconstruction after the 1976 Balinese earthquake. Mr. Sularto, a Balinese 
architect from the Institute of Technology at Bandung who led rebuilding efforts, made a 
point of demonstrating that without any plans, given materials, builders could work from the 
traditional style and quickly complete housing. Instead of focusing resources on developing, 
presenting and disseminating various plans, civil engineering and architecture students 
involved in the project could focus instead on discovering what kind of materials were 
available and in what quantity, alternative building models based on this availability and “the 
distribution of information and technical advice about building processes and environmental 
rehabilitation” (Bristol, 2003). In this situation not only was local building material 
knowledge important, it was the cornerstone around which experts could contribute their 
specific technical knowledge. As Mr. Fisk and Mr. Sularto (and others) have shown, experts 
have the ability to choose building materials that will provide shelter against natural disasters, 
strength and sanitation.  
 
As discussed above, there are options other than high energy non-regenerative materials and 
how an expert thinks about these options is crucial. One architect shares his experience 
reflecting on the choice of steel for a construction aid project that a colleague was involved in. 
The architect Graeme Bristol, who has been extensively involved in housing-aid through the 
Papua New Ginua Department of Works, presents a series of questions about a housing-aid 
project in East Timor where steel had been chosen as the building material: 
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“Why would we import an expensive material if there are indigenous materials available? 
Is there an available pool of local skilled labour to work with these materials?  If not, why 
would we import foreign labour as well as materials? How will this loan money circulate 
through the local economy if both labour and materials are imported? Given that this is 
loan money, how will this trade imbalance be rectified?  How will these expensive loan 
dollars be paid back out of the local economy? Will an indigenous steel construction 
market be developed through this revitalization project?  If the steel market is to be 
developed, is there a training component in the program to develop or upgrade skills in 
steel construction?” (Bristol, 2003) 
 
These questions are important not only because they are key questions about the implications 
of importing materials that should be asked before a decision is made, but also simply because 
an architect working on housing-aid thought to ask them (in this case, not even the architect 
who was working directly on the project). Asking these questions alone requires not imposing 
pre-conceived notions of what kind of materials are necessarily “better” in all circumstances 
and being open to what may not be familiar. They demonstrate the reflexivity that can be a 
key part of the expert’s role. The architect is considering the consequences of decisions that 
s/he has been empowered to make for various aspects of the community, not as an isolated 
decision. Such questions recognize that some decisions will limit the possibilities for the local 
community’s involvement.  
 
However, it can by no means be assumed that a local community would readily choose 
traditional materials, or even innovative materials, over imported modern ones. In rural 
communities in South Africa, for example, the traditional homes are often perceived as high-
maintenance and modern cement brick homes are seen as desirable (MacLeod, 2002). Modern 
materials such as cement and corrugated iron can be out of reach financially for many 
communities (i.e. in Kenya, where the price of cement has increased dramatically over the 
past twenty years, and modern roofing materials cost upwards of 5.40US$ per square meter 
(Rono, 2001). The higher cost of modern materials may further add to their status appeal. In 
the Caribbean, the modern home (with its accompanying modern materials) acts as a status 
symbol that can often lead the poor to “aspire to acquire the more costly, modern, modular 
design, never mind that it embroils them in markets where their negotiating position is 
marginal and fraught with risk,” and see self-built housing as an imperfect and impermanent 
solution to housing problems (Conway & Potter, 1997). On the other hand, some cultures are 
returning to more traditional building materials and methods. Japan, for example, is seeing a 
revival of interest in traditional Japanese carpentry and building materials.  There the post-
World War II lifestyle included heavy Westernization, which included a focus on the 
 47
prefabricated house.  Now, people have become fed up with the disposable lifestyle this type 
of building material represents. In fact, 88 percent of Japanese want to live in a wooden home, 
and 70% of these would prefer a traditionally styled home (CNN, 2000). As the situations in 
the Caribbean & Japan demonstrate, and, as in the case of The Clay House Project in Namibia 
(Section 4.5), regardless of whether traditional, modern or innovative materials are most 
appropriate for a housing-aid program, there are social forces at play that may bias the local 
community and the involved experts toward one or another type of material. 
 
If these social forces are strong enough, introducing appropriate materials may take not only 
the commitment of at least one of the major actors in a housing-aid program, but in fact a 
good deal of convincing of the other involved parties. It is in fact illogical, as the sociologist 
R.J. Skinner points out, in situations where a particular material has proven reliable for a 
homebuilder to accept unilaterally on the advice of an outsider building with a different 
material, regardless of whether that material is modern or traditional (Skinner, 1983). 
Traditional home building materials may have failed in the face of natural disasters, or the 
richer segments of society may prefer a modern material. So instead of relying on verbal 
communication, the reliability of any proposed building materials needs to be viscerally 
demonstrated early on in a project. This can be done through demonstration projects or tours 
of housing built with similar methods (Skinner, 1983). 
 
Conclusion 
The choice of building materials becomes a vital element when housing-aid is seen as part of 
a process of revitalizing rural communities. If, instead of importing ‘modern’ materials, 
projects develop the means of using indigenous or innovative materials, the building material 
sector then has a chance to be a part of the revitalization of the community’s economy. In 
addition, as mentioned above, modern materials can be seen as part of a wider Westernization 
of the culture. Thus, the ability to produce materials locally or use a combination of 
traditional and modern materials can be seen as an important possibility for economic growth 
and social strengthening. Experts sensitive to these potential benefits can bring their 
technological know how into play in support of these goals. They can accomplish this through 
the use of newly available technologies and the careful avoidance of assumptions about the 
kind of materials available or that ‘should’ be used for a given project.  
3.3 HOUSING-AID FUNDING 
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In Chapter 3 an area of housing-aid projects, building materials, was examined which partly 
determines the amount of energy a house will consume and the identity of those who live 
within the structures. This section will address another crucial aspect of housing-aid 
programs; the funding itself. The amount and structure of funding determines the possible 
scale of a housing-aid project. The kind of funding provided can also have a tremendous 
impact on the self-reliance (or lack thereof) in a community. Since the World Bank has made 
cost-recovery and affordability of housing-aid programs a central point in the field (Tait, 
1997) the issue of funding has become increasingly important. The head of the World Bank in 
1998 himself admitted that, “Too often we have focused too much on the economics [of aid], 
without a sufficient understanding of the social, the political, the environmental, and the 
cultural aspects of society” (Arminton, 1998). Often the cultural and physical distance 
between donors and recipients makes this dangerous lack of understanding more likely. In 
order to understand the funding options and dangers three models will be briefly described 
(grant aid, private sector aid, and the self-help approach), which are used alone or (often) 
together and then potential communication breakdowns in each scenario will be presented. 
 
Grant Aid 
Traditionally, much of housing-aid has been funneled through government agencies or non-
profits in the form of grants. Either an international aid agency (such as USAID or the World 
Bank) provides funding to a national government, that then distributes these funds to lower 
governmental levels, or a national government agency (such as a Department of Works or a 
Housing Authority) distributes funds to lower level government agencies. The lower level 
agency may then delegate the work to a non-profit, or a non-profit might (as has increasingly 
been the case) receive funds directly from the international aid agency. Of course, on any 
given project funds may be coming from a variety of levels (i.e. an international aid agency 
providing part of the funds to a housing authority, which then adds its own funds and passes 
the total funding to a local organization to carry the project out). The grants may be 
unrestricted or may come with specific guidelines or requirements attached.  
 
Private Sector Aid 
Private sector aid occurs when funds are not funneled through a government organization, but 
rather for-profit entities become directly involved in the project as partners. There is a wide 
range of options for how this occurs: “various kinds of financing pools by commercial 
lenders, sometimes involving secondary markets; lending to nonprofit developers; direct 
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investment by private firms, individuals, or groups of individuals in financing or producing 
low-income housing; and linked deposit programs in which an individual, corporation, or 
government entity deposits funds with a financial institution in return for increased 
commitments from the institution in promoting low-income housing” (HAC, 1997) are all 
possibilities. The aid agency may itself provide heavily subsidized loans to the poor, or it may 
bring in a for-profit lending agency to do so. For example, the Jobra Rural Bank Project has 
created a link between banks in Bangaladesh and the poor people of that country. Starting out 
with one Professor (Muhammad Yunus) who decided to lend $30US to forty-two poor people 
caught in a vicious debt cycle, it has, among other accomplishments, helped to create more 
than 260,000 homes with tin roofs and latrines using 300$ loans and garnering a close to 
100% repayment rate (Yunus, 1997). 
 
The Red Feather Development Group, discussed in Section 4.3, is heavily funded by for-
profit corporations, while still receiving funds from government agencies and individuals. On 
a large scale, many governments are working on public-private partnerships to provide loans 
for housing finance. In South Africa, for example, in providing housing subsidies blending 
government and private sector funds has been a priority for reconstruction and ‘development’ 
(African National Congress, 1994). 
 
None of these methods by any means necessarily translate into a lack of involvement on the 
aid agency’s part in the housing development. For example in the case of an aid agency 
providing loans, the aid agency will partner with companies (often from its home country, if it 
is international) that are contracted to build homes that the low-income population can then 
take mortgages on through the loan program (Kamete, 2001).  
 
Self-Help Aid 
The concept of self-help aid is simple, but its forms are many. Self-help means that those who 
will live in the home contribute in some way their labor or funds to its production. This can 
occur without any outside input, in which case there is no aid, the home is simply self-built 
and self-financed. Or, an aid agency can make some form of self-help a requirement for 
receiving a home.  
 
In terms of self-help aid that includes an outsider organization, then, there are two main 
forms: mutual self-help and non-owner volunteer (HAC, 1997). In the mutual self-help 
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model, a group of households each agrees to help each other build homes, thus all earning 
‘sweat equity’, thereby reducing the cost of their homes through their labor. In the non-owner 
volunteer situation, aid programs recruit volunteers who will not be living in the homes to 
help with labor and materials. In this case, the future home owner will most likely still be 
required to volunteer building time, but other volunteers will complete the majority of the 
building. The Christian aid organization, Habitat for Humanity, follows this model and 
requires all recipients of the homes it builds to contribute labor and work alongside volunteers 
that have been recruited to work on the projects. The American Indian Housing Initiative, 
which will be examined in depth in Section 4.3, has similar requirements, while the HUD 
mutual Help Program (Section 4.2) requires financial and labor contributions. Either form of 
self-help housing can be combined with the grant aid model or the private sector model 
described above.  
 
Expert and Local Communication about Housing-aid 
Communication problems can arise in any funding situation. The architect Grahaim Bristol, 
referred to earlier, writes about a case that illustrates one of the dangerous possibilities of a 
lack of communication regarding funding coming from sources not sensitive to the local 
context, in this case concerning a loan. The World Bank had given the Department of Works 
of Papua New Guinea a loan for the building of a fence, but by the time the government had 
the funds to put forward for the construction (as they had to pay upfront and then be 
reimbursed by the loan) the World Bank had slightly changed its definitions, and the project 
was now “medium-sized”.  This meant a very technical contract that no local contractor 
would be willing to sign as the English literacy rate was very low among this professional 
group. Since the project was still too small to bring in an international company, it simply 
never was completed (Bristol, 2003). 
 
In another instance, in a USAID project in Harare, Zimbabwe the Kuwadzana Extension 
under the Private Sector Programme, a public-private partnership resulted in the importation 
of a new steel-frame technology that appears never to have been tested in Zimbabwe. Neither 
USAID nor their contractor apparently consulted local authorities regarding the necessity of 
such testing. Since the material had not been tested the Zimbabwean government would not 
recognize the new development, and residents soon began to experience structural flaws in 
their homes. Furthermore, USAID has chosen not to make any formal statement about the 
problems, instead leaving it up to the private sector partners to defend themselves to the 
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community (Kamete, 2001). In the case of profit/non-profit partnerships, each party may 
bring very different objectives and skill-sets to table. Early communication about what each 
party is willing (and expects) to contribute and what they foresee getting out of the project is 
essential for success (HAC, 1997).  
 
Self-help, in some instances, has also come to be seen as merely a may to get cheap labor 
without allowing for community input on the housing projects, and ultimately resulting in 
communities that do not have an increased sense of self-reliance (Tait, 1997). In this case, as 
discussed in section 5.1, labor may be given only reluctantly and participation of the future 
home owners may in general be stilted. 
 
Conclusion 
Housing-aid funding options are many and the options examined here only outline them. 
However, again, as in the case of building materials, that creative funding provides an 
opportunity for increased self-reliance. If the family goes into debt over their home it is 
essential for their well-being that this debt be manageable given their lifestyle. If the family 
contributes labor to the home, this contribution can occur in an atmosphere of staunch 
resentment or as a learning and identity-forming experience. The form of aid chosen and how 
it is doled out is closely linked to the types of outcomes achieved. It order to see how this 
aspect, and the others under discussion, played out in particular circumstances four specific 
project will now be examined.  
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CHAPTER 4.CASE STUDIES 
 
4.1 NATIVE AMERICAN HOUSING 
 
Persecution and oppression have largely defined Native American history in the 500 years 
since contact with Europeans began. Even once the United States was formed and designated 
Native American reservations, these lands’ special sovereign rights as countries with in a 
country largely went unrecognized. The social and economic conditions within which tribes 
exist in their homelands rival those of many so-called Third-world countries. A wave of 
statistics presents a picture of nations very different from the prosperous one in which they 
exist: fully half of the people living on native lands are impoverished, 44% of families are led 
by a single parent, 33% of children are abused or neglected (Henson, E. and Taylor J. B, 
2000), about one third of those age over 25 have not completed high school (12 years of 
education) (Henson, E. and Taylor J. B, 2000) and, often, fifty to ninety percent of the people 
living on reservations are without a job (Kalt, 1996). Alcoholism and diabetes wreak havoc on 
Native communities. While many reservations are rich in natural resources, this is by far no 
guarantee of their economic security (Kalt, 1996). These factors together have led to a cycle 
of poverty difficult to break. 
 
The 2.5 million people in more than 550 tribes existing today have suffered much, but are also 
riding a wave of growing self-determination with its roots in the civil rights movement of the 
1960s (Henson, E. and Taylor J. B, 2000). In a series of legal battles and activist activities 
over the last thirty years, tribes have tried to ensure that their sovereign rights have a larger 
impact on the ground. Only in very recent years have these battles begun to pay off. In 1991, 
Congress acknowledged tribal criminal jurisdiction, and in 1994 the Tribal Self-Governance 
Act gave tribes the formal authority to govern themselves (Henson, E. and Taylor J. B, 2000). 
In terms of housing, the recent movement towards self-governance has led to the Native 
American Housing Assistance and Self-Determination Act of 1996 (NAHASDA) whose aim 
is “to assist and promote affordable housing activities to develop, maintain, and operate 
affordable housing in safe and healthy environments on Indian reservations and in other 
Indian areas for occupancy by low-income Indian families” (U.S. Public Law 104–330, 
1996). For the first time the U.S. Federal government saw it fit to pursue this objective 
through block grants directly to tribes in recognition of their self-determination and self-
governance. 
 53
Figure 11.Pre-Contact Housing Types of 
Native Peoples of America4
 
In order to understand this 
momentous step in housing policy 
for Native lands, some further 
context is in order. Prior to 
European contact an incredible 
diversity of housing types existed 
among tribes (Figure 11). Each tribe 
developed housing according to its 
means of supporting itself, its 
lifestyle and climate. These homes 
were made out of easily available 
indigenous building materials. For 
example, in what is today Alaska, 
one could find ice houses, in the 
modern Northeast U.S. the wooden 
longhouse, and in the plains region, 
nd eventually war with them, Native 
Americans became confined to more and more specific areas of land. Tribes were often 
relocated, either gradually or suddenly, to lands far from their homeland and confined to 
reservations. Small log cabins and shacks with dirt floors and without running water or 
electricity became the norm on these reservations (NAIHC, 2001).  Although in 1937 a new 
Housing Act came into effect, ostensibly to try and raise housing standards for all Americans, 
Native Americans on reservations had to wait until 1961 to become eligible for assistance 
through the act. It was then that the Public Housing Authority (PHA) began to build rental 
housing and mutual help housing (NAIHC, 2001). The housing built by the PHA and its 
successor (the Federal Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD)) under this act 
continues to comprise the majority of housing on Indian reservations, existing alongside self-
built structures. Unfortunately, 
the tepee. Through contact with European immigrants, a
                                                 
4 The author apologizes for the difficulty in reading this map in gray scale. Unfortunately, color printing was not 
possible. For access to the on-line color version, please see 
http://www.kstrom.net/isk/maps/houses/housingmap.html as cited in the bibliography. 
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 “...HUD’s translation of the country’s urban housing programs to remote Indian 
reservations left much to be desired. Diverse examples, some of which are common, 
others extreme, make the point. “Subdivisions” of HUD housing – complete with streets, 
sidewalks, and driveways – were constructed in the remote prairie at the end of long dirt 
roads that could not connect with the subdivision because the muddy roads were two feet 
or more below the subdivision street level. Tight clusters of housing in which residency 
was assigned by lottery went against the grain of local custom and created or worsened 
problems with gang violence, teen drug use, and the like. One-size-fits-all HUD rules 
obstructed the utilization of millennia-old pueblo construction techniques.”(Henson, E. 
and Taylor J. B, 2000) 
 
These kinds of methods led to the worst housing situations in the U.S. and the eventual need 
for radical reform in the form of the NAHASDA legislation. 
 
Native Americans currently face dismal housing conditions. There is an immediate need for 
an estimated 200,000 units on Native lands (Youmans, 2002), which is “more than two times 
the federally provided stock of units and about 20 times the annual development rate 
sustained by the IHAs at the middle of the decade [the 1990’s]” (Henson, E. and Taylor J. B, 
2000). Alaska, the Southwest and the Plains regions seem to experience the most severe 
crowding (NAIHC, 2001), but throughout Native lands conditions often include crowding, 
inadequate plumbing, lack of kitchen facilities and telephones (Figure 12). Including all 
factors (such as the physical structure and heating) 40% of housing on reservations was  
Figure 12.Housing Problems by Area Type Based on 1990 Census Measures 
 
 Source: HAC, 200455
considered inadequate according to the 1990 census (Henson, E. and Taylor J. B, 1999). In 
addition, the census data may severely underestimate crowding on reservations, as residents 
often view those conducting the census as government agents and fear that if the census 
agents count “long-term guests” as residents, any income they produce will reduce available 
housing subsidies (NAIHC, 2001). Overall, the housing situation is desperate and has a major 
impact on the lives of native peoples.   
 
The Plains Reservations 
The housing conditions experienced by many Native people throughout the U.S. are 
particularly acute in the plains region, where there are no major urban areas north of Denver 
and few sources of income. Despite the much-hyped trend of opening casinos on Native 
reservations (which the plains tribes have also done) in rural areas these ventures have 
provided little extra income (NAIHC, 2001). In the second half of the 19th century the tribes 
living in these areas (the Lakota, Dakota, Cheyanne and Blackfeet Souix) became confined to 
smaller and smaller pieces of their former habitat. By the end of the century, the tribes had 
settled on about half of the reservation land, with the remainder being sold off to non-Native 
peoples (NAIHC, 2001). The government had encouraged the building of simple square 
homes and many tribes had complied, but not without distress. A spiritual leader of the Ogala 
Souix, Black Elk, remembered in the 1890’s that “I came to live here where I am 
now....others came too, and we made these little grey houses of logs that you see and they are 
square. It is a bad way to live for there can be no power in a square” (Elk, 1979: 194). The 
federal government had encouraged tribes-people to build one to two room houses to which 
they felt little attachment and violated their sense of home and spiritual beliefs. Accordingly 
when the weather permitted in the summers, the tribes would return to living in tepees to 
escape these conditions (NAIHC, 2001) Since there are no major urban areas in the plains 
region, the large distance from such centers increases building costs, creating a barrier to 
increasing housing (NAIHC, 2001) Overall, the plains Native Americans face some of the 
severest housing challenges on tribal lands. Due to this dire need, comparable to the situation 
in some countries in the South, the first two case studies, on the American Indian Housing 
Initiative and on the Department of Housing and Urban Affairs Mutual Help program, focus 
on this region. 
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4.2 DEPARTMENT OF HOUSING AND URBAN AFFAIRS (HUD) MUTUAL HELP PROGRAM 
 
Overall Project Structure 
The Mutual Help program was authorized by the Housing Act of 1937 (P.L. 75-412) and the 
Indian Housing Act of 1988 (Public Law 100-358) (U.S. HUD, 2004). It became effective in 
1962 and allows the department to give grants to Indian Housing Authorities (IHA) (Elliot, 
1998). The Authorities then build houses that low-income tribal members can pay monthly 
installments towards for 15-25 years. The payments (generally 15-30 percent of household 
income) provide the funds for the continuance of the housing authority’s programs (Nalder, 
Nelson & Tizan, 1996). After the Indian Housing Act of 1988 went into effect the program 
also included the opportunity for low-income homeowners to contribute labor to the building. 
The labor was designed to be “supervised by someone with technical expertise in construction 
to reduce the overall development costs and eventual price to the buyer” (U.S. HUD, 2004).  
 
As of September 30, 1995, 40,066 units were under management overall (U.S. HUD, 2004). 
This thesis will only consider the program during the years 1992-1997, from the time when it 
underwent radical changes as HUD began to deregulate, until the end of the program when 
NAHASDA went into effect on October 1, 1997, and will focus on its affects on the Plains 
region although data covering the program in general is at points included. By 1996, the 
deregulation meant that HUD staff didn’t need to approve designs or make site visits to the 
projects they were funding (Nalder, Nelson & Tizan, 1996). This new approach was designed 
to give more power to Native peoples. Then HUD Deputy Assistant Secretary Dominic Nessi 
said that the deregulation “…follows a general approach throughout government that relates 
to empowerment of local communities. That's a major issue with tribal governments, because 
of their status as independent nations” (Nessi in Nalder, Nelson & Tizan, 1996).  This 
deregulation occurred in the years leading up to NAHASDA, and in the same climate of 
emphasis on self-determination and self-governance that created that legislation. 
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Figure 13.HUD Mutual Help Program Case Study Evaluation Matrix 
 
 
 
Stakeholder Involvement 
The primary stakeholders in the Mutual Help Program were the U.S. Federal Government, as 
represented by HUD, Indian Housing Authorities (IHA, now Tribally Designated Housing 
Entities), tribal councils and governments and the tribal members, particularly those who are 
without homes or living in inadequate dwellings. HUD officials, due to the deregulation of the 
Indian Housing Program, not only did not choose to communicate with Indian Housing 
Officials, but in many cases were not allowed to communicate in person (i.e. they could not 
go to the construction site, and had no recourse when complaints were made to their offices 
about abuses) (Nalder, Nelson & Tizon, 1996). In turn Indian Housing Authorities appear to 
have had no obligation to address community complaints; it was up to them if they wanted to 
act ethically and in the spirit of the law or, as shall become clear they often did, abuse their 
positions of power in the community. 
 
Communication 
The deregulation meant a breakdown not only in the communication between HUD and IHAs, 
but that this lack of communication was required. In one case, HUD officials were 
reprimanded by their superiors for even going to a construction site at all (Nalder, Nelson & 
Tizon, 1996). This lack of communication in turn led to unethical practices:  
“…opportunists have taken advantage of regulatory loopholes to create an anything-goes 
atmosphere. Many of those opportunists are Native Americans who play politics and 
favoritism within their own tribes. Others are non-Indians - including some former HUD 
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employees - who see the Indian-housing program as an easy mark” (Nalder, Nelson & 
Tizon, 1996)  
Instead of communication between the tribes’ needy members and the IHAs in a productive 
way, cronyism and corruption were the rule. Ms. Toews again, "When someone gets into 
politics - let's say on a housing board or tribal council - it's almost an unwritten rule that you 
place those people who are your family and friends first. That's how it works. It's a wonderful 
way of doing business, unless you don't belong to the right families. Then you're excluded” 
(Toews in Nalder, Nelson & Tizon, 1996). Due to the new deregulation, HUD felt it could do 
little to control this way of doing business even given direct complaints (Nalder, Nelson & 
Tizon, 1996). Those members of the tribes who had power had no need to communicate with 
the less powerful members, while the outside experts at HUD could do little to create 
communication in an atmosphere of deregulation. 
 
Capacities 
The program made no attempt to make home building into Turner’s community building. 
Rather, there were cases of the labor provision being abused as an easy way to get out of 
paying the required portion of the house without actually doing the labor (Nalder, Nelson & 
Tizon, 1996). The founder of the NGO The Red Feather Development Group, which is 
examined closely in the next chapter, Robert Young, says, “Empowerment is important. HUD 
does an inadequate job. They either construct the houses for the people on the reservations, or 
they drag trailers in and plop the buildings on a foundation and say, ‘Here you go,’ but that 
won't empower anyone” (Zinmin, 2002). In fact it is the IHAs themselves that were building 
the houses and constructing them, without required design input from anyone else in the tribe, 
including those who would live in the homes, and without opportunity for dialogue on the 
projects, education, skill building, or community strengthening through working together. 
Rather, housing was a source of division in the tribes. 
 
Tools and Technologies 
No specific tools and technologies were required of the IHAs. However, the home style is 
generally quite homogenous. On the Rosebud Sioux Reservation in South Dakota for 
example, “Most of the rental and Mutual Help units are single family homes, with two to five 
bedrooms.  In general, this housing stock is very uniform, consisting of standard split level or 
ranch style homes” (Elliot, 1998: 57).  
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Social and Cultural Appropriateness 
Despite the fact that the housing authorities are tribally designated, they are not necessarily 
always sensitive to cultural needs. A study by the National American Indian Housing Council 
found that designs could be more supportive of tribe’s traditional culture and actively help 
support values, for example regarding the close ties of extended family and community 
(NAIHC, 2001). To actually do this, however, it would be necessary for the IHAs to engage 
users in the design and construction process, rather than acting on their own whims. 
 
Economy 
The basic motivation behind the HUD mutual help program is to allow tribal members who 
would otherwise be unable to afford housing access to a home. Government intervention is 
necessary because trust land (reservation land) is collectively owned by the tribe, thus making 
it difficult to secure private funding for individuals.  Virginia Toews, a retired Indian-housing 
lobbyist, said,  
“Let's say you were living on the Northern Cheyenne Indian Reservation, and you decided 
you didn't want to live in your one-room log cabin anymore, that you wanted to live like 
other people do. You go to a bank to make a loan to build a home. They'll ask what do you 
have to mortgage, what's going to guarantee this loan? Well, you can't mortgage trust land. 
You say, `I have a job that pays $18,000 a year and a family of six. The bank will say, 
`Sorry, buddy.’” (Nalder, Nelson & Tizan, 1996) 
 
 With the mutual help program, people are required to contribute but have a chance at 
securing a loan where otherwise they might not. They have to contribute according to the 
guidelines outlined in the project overview, and must contribute a minimum of $1500 towards 
the construction (U.S. HUD, 2004). However, these contributions, in 1993, on average paid 
for only 60% of the upkeep of the units, usually $100 a month (Elliot, 1998). 
Over the long term, depending on income, home-owners monthly payments could be as little 
as $175 and they could have also exercised the option of buying the house outright for up to 
$60,000 below market price (Nalder, Nelson & Tizan, 1996), which is the point if the 
program is serving low-income tribal members. Unfortunately, rampant misuse of HUD funds 
were documented, including monies used to build large (up to 5,300 ft2) homes with amenities 
such as Jacuzzis and three car garages. Five homes per project could provide housing for 
upper income families even when lower income ones were waiting (Nalder, Nelson & Tizan, 
1996).   The looser restrictions gave IHAs the right to determine themselves the value of 
Mutual Help homes, rather then basing it on the home’s cost, and decide which plans to 
approve (Nalder, Nelson & Tizan, 1996). In the Plains region, on the Sisseton-Wahpeton 
 60
Sioux reservation, the tribal housing authority was “riddled with charges of misuse of HUD 
money”, while $700,000 of Northern Cheyenne Authority’s fund were uninsured in 1996 
(Nalder, Nelson & Tizan, 1996). Often Mutual Help payments went uncollected and there was 
limited accountability (NAIHC, 2001). After the end of Mutual Help, in 1998, the Northern 
Cheyenne Housing Authority reported that “Homebuyers with delinquent bills have been put 
on payback agreements or, in some cases, payroll deductions to address that issue” (Northern 
Cheyenne Housing Authority, 1998). Changes were made, but the years of damage remained.  
Maintenance 
The ability to complete or pay for maintenance was part of the eligibility for receiving 
funding from the Mutual Help program (U.S. HUD, 2004). However, there was no way to 
ensure that this maintenance was being carried out, so “As years went by, though, HUD 
officials found that many couldn't or didn't do needed maintenance, and the houses 
deteriorated. So in 1991, HUD started giving tribes grants for remodeling and repair. That 
money - nearly $150 million this year - has been an especially tempting target for 
practitioners of tribal favoritism” (Nalder, Nelson & Tizan, 1996). Since these grants almost 
exactly coincided with the beginning of deregulation, the opportunists in the tribes saw their 
chance.  The favoritism meant that not only were inappropriate renovations being made but 
that family and friends were often the ones receiving the funds, even if they were not the most 
needy, or needy at all (Nalder, Nelson & Tizan, 1996). Only now, in the wake of NASDAHA, 
which, while continuing on the path of self-regulation, requires more reporting on the part of 
the TDHEs then the IHAs were formerly held to, is something being done about the 
tremendous maintenance problems. The Northern Cheyanne Housing Authority writes in its 
1998 Annual Performance Report that “We are in the process of assisting homebuyers with 
construction deficiencies to their unit beyond the point of not being able to occupy their 
Mutual Help home in a safe and sanitary manner” (Northern Cheyenne Housing Authority, 
1998). These are the kind of renovations that the funds were originally meant for, but which 
they had often not been used to complete. 
 
Outcomes 
"What our tribes need is accountability to our own people. Yes, I believe in self-
determination, self-governance and sovereignty, but all of those terms do not mean crime, 
corruption and abuse. Those terms mean responsibility, accountability, justice and fairness" 
(Vizenor in Nalder, Nelson & Tizon, 1996) these words of the activist Erma Vizenor, of the 
 61
White Earth Band of Chippewa, sum up the problems that the Mutual Help Program had. 
Most tribespeople did not have the power to get the homes that they needed even after sitting 
on waiting lists for, in many cases, years. While homes were built, they often did not go to the 
most disadvantaged and the process of the building happened without opportunity for 
education, skills or design choice. Morris Carpenter, executive director of the Mississippi 
Band of Choctaws, himself said that there was a need for more HUD oversight of tribes that 
were not able to monitor themselves effectively (Carpenter in Nalder, Nelson & Tizon, 1996)   
These were largely years of missed opportunity which did not do what they could have to ease 
the housing challenges and have left a legacy of long waiting lists and mistrust. 
 
4.3 THE AMERICAN INDIAN HOUSING INITIATIVE (AIHI) 
 
Overall Project Structure 
In 1998, the Red Feather Development Group, a non-profit organization, and professors from 
Pennsylvania State University (PSU) decided to work together to provide housing and 
community building for American Indians (Riley, Personal Communication). The program 
aims include educational and regional objectives as well as housing objectives, although the 
primary goal is to assist American Indian communities in building in order to alleviate the 
communities from overcrowding and introduce climatically appropriate methods and 
materials. After 1998, PSU and Red Feather began working separately, with Red Feather 
naming their work the American Indian Sustainable Housing and Community Development 
Initiative; however they have continued to focus on the same goals and use many of the same 
methods (Riley, Personal Communication) and will be considered here together. Figure 14 
gives a broad view of to what degree they have been able to work with the local community in 
order to achieve this goal in various aspects of the project. 
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Figure 14.AIHI Case Study Evaluation Matrix 
 
 
 
In order to achieve their aims, the initiative uses a straw-bale building method and builds 
homes using its three prototypes (see Figure 16). To date, the initiative has built three homes 
and four demonstration structures as well as distributed educational materials on a variety of 
reservations throughout the plains region and Washington State (AIHI, 2004). However, PSU 
has now focused on the Northern Cheyenne Reservation in Montana (where it has already 
built one home) and plans to build 30-40 homes (AE 297, 2003), while the Red Feather 
Development Group has worked on the Northern Cheyenne, Crow, and Pine Ridge 
Reservations and is beginning to work in the South West as well. 
 
Red Feather hopes to move toward a model where after seven to ten years on a reservation, 
they move on, only checking back occasionally and leaving the building program entirely in 
the Tribe’s hands (Corum, Personal Communication). The goal is ultimately for the tribe to be 
doing entirely for itself, Arne Naess’ ideal, and envisions aid as merely a stepping stone 
towards self-reliance. PSU is talking to HUD, through whom they have already received some 
funding, about having a more formal program established in 2006 (Riley, Personal 
Communication). In both cases, the vision is for a sustainable initiative that will work towards 
fulfilling the long term housing needs of native peoples in the U.S. and also help these 
communities to become more economically self-reliant and have more space to preserve their 
culture.  
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Stakeholder Involvement 
The primary actors in the housing-aid project are the professors and students at PSU, the Red 
Feather Development Group, to some degree the local Housing Authorities (on the Northern 
Cheyenne Reservation this is the Northern Cheyenne Housing Authority), local tribal 
contractors, and future homeowners. In addition, the volunteers, both from the community 
and from outside, as well as the Tribal Colleges (in some cases) and students both from these 
colleges and from Pennsylvania State are stakeholders. From the federal government 
stakeholders include HUD and other funding agencies including the USDA, Indian Health 
Service, and the Bureau of Indian Affairs. These various stakeholders, and the lines of 
communication between them, are illustrated in Figure 15. Essentially, the PSU funding is a 
combination of the grant and self-help models. Red 
Figure 15. Primary Actors and Lines of Communication in the American Indian Housing Initiative 
 
Feather receives donations from for-profit corporations, including major clothing 
manufacturers such as Polo Ralph Lauren (the director is a former clothing designer). They 
have slicker marketing materials and a much more public face. 
 
The federal government agencies are usually involved only as funders. One of the 
accomplishments of the Red Feather Development Group is that they have been the first to 
use USDA funding for straw bale building (Corum, Personal Communication).  From very 
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early stages in a project future homeowners will be engaged.  The future homeowner and the 
representatives from the Red Feather Development Group are the two primary actors. At later 
stages volunteers are recruited, but many of them will not have much background information 
before they arrive at the project site (Corum, Personal Communication).  In the project that 
the Red feather Development group is planning for 2004, the tribal college has been 
significantly involved.  There have been jobs created for engineering students, and tribal 
college students have contributed to the projects through their coursework. Although efforts 
are made to include the tribal housing authorities, these efforts are not always successful. 
(Corum, Personal Communication)  In each project the coalition of actors will be slightly 
different, which requires flexibility.  However, the future homeowners will usually provide 
half the funds for the home and are required to be heavily involved throughout the project, 
including the building itself.  
 
Communication 
Red Feather and PSU’s Staff work primarily with tribal leaders and members who have 
expressed interest, as well as on the ground with volunteers. “Each project is different, but 
typically we leave the communication of the project at the community level up to our tribal 
member contacts.  This has been difficult at times, because we assume certain things that are 
not necessarily true.  This summer [2004], we intend to have two public meetings about the 
project…a barbeque and another meal open to anyone” (Shaltes, Personal Communication). 
Building personal relationships is described by both as the key to successful communications. 
Nathaniel Corum describes a typical process of communication as a series of long phone 
conversations, building up trust and a personal relationship between himself and whomever in 
the tribe he is communicating with. At some point, this relationship will be further solidified 
with an in-person visit to the tribal member (Corum, Personal Communication). Most tribal 
elders (with whom contact is very important) do not e-mail (Corum, Personal 
Communication). While the Red Feather’s staff works in Montana, the PSU people work out 
of eastern Pennsylvania, so Prof. Riley travels to meet with tribal leaders in order to 
determine what is needed for buildings and recently hosted the President of Chief Dull Knife 
College at PSU. Red Feather sees its communication style as part of its work towards helping 
to empower native people.  
 
Ultimately, the most important communication comes when the building is taking place. Like 
in the CHP (see Section 4.5), the one-on-one learning takes place when volunteers and self-
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builders are learning methods on the ground; in this case about straw bale building.  Noah 
Shaltes outlines the close connection between this on the ground interaction and the overall 
goals of the initiative: “We encourage as much Cheyenne interaction on our projects as 
possible.  Anyone with any interest is encouraged to give us input and feedback.  Our goal is 
sustainability…not building for the sake of building.  That can only happen if the tribe 
“owns” the problems and starts actively working for a solution” (Shaltes, Personal 
Communication).  
 
Capacities 
In addition to teaching volunteers on the projects how to build with straw bales, both PSU and 
Red Feather emphasize educational components of the project, with PSU placing a greater 
emphasis on education for volunteers, many of who are students in their program. These 
students have taken an extensive course that includes training in cross-cultural 
communication and participatory design (Riley, Personal Communication).  Both are planning 
to add more educational components as the programs grow. For PSU this will mean 
workshops and curricula on home building and home ownership built with and for the 
Northern Cheyanne (Riley, Personal Communication). For Red Feather, this means exposing 
volunteers to more native traditions so that they can leave the reservations as a kind of 
‘ambassador’ able to accurately represent the situation on reservations. For the summer of 
2004, they have also been able to employ some of the tribal college’s engineering students, 
and have the tribal college’s art students do projects for the building, a type of capacity 
building that they would like to do more of (Corum, Personal Communication). 
 
Tools and Technologies  
Straw bale building was chosen as the primary method for creating homes. Straw bale 
building has the advantage of being quick to learn so that volunteers with no experience can 
come onto the project and within two days understand the basics of building with straw bales 
(Corum, Personal Communication). As the PSU Construction Manager, Naoh Shaltes, put it, 
“If you can lift and place bales, you can do it! This provides opportunity for more interaction 
with tribal members (including children).” (Shaltes, Personal Communication). 
Environmentally, straw is a material that is both locally readily available (excess straw often 
lies around rotting in the American West (Riley, Personal Communication) and renewable. 
The use of load bearing straw bale walls (in which the straw bales themselves support the 
weighted of the roof) in the prototypes (Figure 16) limit the need for timber. 
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 Figure 16.Prototypes of Homes for the American Indian Housing Initiative 
Prototype 1: May 1999 - Crow Reservation, MT 
 
Plan 
load bearing walls 
interior framed walls 
Cost 
$35,000 Total cost 
$28/SF Material cost 
24% Contracted work 
Section 
1.5 Story 
28' Span trusses 
Schedule 
27 Day shell and core 
15% Semi skilled labor 
85% Skilled labor 
 
   Prototype 2: July 2000 - Lakota Reservation, SD 
 
Plan 
load bearing walls 
interior utility core 
interior straw wall 
Cost 
$40,000 Total cost 
$30/SF Material cost 
17% Contracted work 
Section 
1 Story 
32' Span trusses 
Schedule 
14 Day shell and core 
35% Semi skilled labor 
65% Skilled labor 
 
   Prototype 3: July 2001 - Northern Cheyenne Reservation, MT 
 
Plan 
load bearing walls 
interior utility core 
interior straw walls 
Cost 
$63,000 Total cost 
$45/SF Material cost 
16% Contracted work 
Section 
1 Story 
36' Span trusses 
Schedule 
21 Day shell and core 
38% Semi skilled labor 
62% Skilled labor 
 
Source: AIHI, 2004 
Additionally, due to the relatively simple designs for the buildings and the nature of straw 
bale, the construction goes very quickly. As Prof. Riley of PSU says, “We build fast - two 
weeks from deck to done” (Riley, Personal Communication). So the technology chosen had to 
be appropriate for creating quick but effective results.  
 
Home Design (Social and Cultural Validity) 
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While the homes themselves may not be in traditional style, most native tribes have moved 
from these pre-contact dwelling types over the past two hundred to three hundred years. In 
general, as Professor David Riley of PSU says, “Tribal members want regular homes, nothing 
fancy, or weird” (Riley, Personal Communication). What the tribes need most are homes that 
support their cultural survival. Red Feather has built for a community of the last twenty 
people speaking a certain dialect, perhaps helping to extend elders lives a few more years and 
providing an opportunity to teach their tongue a bit more (Corum, Personal Communication). 
Nathaniel Corum, the community design director at Red Feather said, “Of course they’re 
going to continue to have problems with education, sexual abuse, alcohol etc. but the house is 
a huge leg up – then culture become possible to think about. We give it a space to live.  That’s 
what we can do.  We’re not trying to shove their culture back down their throat, although 
there are some organizations that do try to do just that” (emphasis added, Corum, Personal 
Communication). The homes are a physical space in which the culture can live and grow; a 
healthier setting then the overcrowded situation to which most tribal members have become 
accustomed.   
 
In order to make the building designs culturally appropriate, the designers work directly with 
the families on design options. This ensures that the designs will be culturally valid according 
to the modern tribe’s culture and social system, rather than a stereotyped, romanticized, or 
imagined ideal of the housing that native peoples were living in the Americas before contact 
with Europeans. Design elements are included according to the family’s wishes, such as 
rounded corners and an East entryway, to make sure that the homes are compatible and with 
the tribal culture (Corum, Personal Communication). PSU has produced their prototypes 
based on a list of requirements by Chief Dull Knife College, the tribal college on the Northern 
Cheyanne Reservation, from which an appropriate choice can be made for each project 
(Shaltes, Personal Communication). Design elements geared towards cultural appropriateness 
include “large rooms for gathering, functional bedroom layouts, and durable details and 
materials for crowded conditions” (Riley, Personal Communication). Such settings provide an 
appropriate backdrop for the family-centered tribal lifestyle, at once helping to reinforce this 
lifestyle and being created because of it, as was proposed in Section 2.1 in the discussion of 
housing and lifestyle. 
 
The building material and method can also be seen as appropriate to modern native life. 
Although straw bale building is not a traditional Native American technique, it is “Native 
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comma American” (Corum, Personal Communication, emphasis added), having originating in 
the American West. Additionally, some tribes did traditionally use straw as a building 
material. This technique is a ‘green’ building method, and as such as matches well with the 
policy of many progressive tribes, some of whom have actually written environmental 
sustainability as a pursuit into their nation’s constitution (Corum, Personal Communication). 
We will see this emphasis on ecological building again in the Clay House Project (Section 
4.5). 
 
Economy 
A Red Feather two-bedroom, one-bath house has a cost of $60,000 (Zinman, 2002), while the 
PSU Prototypes range from $35,000-63,000 (Figure 16). As previously mentioned, the 
homeowners will typically pay around half the building costs. The other half of the funding 
comes through in-kind donations, volunteer time donated, government and corporate funding. 
Red Feather has enjoyed the support of celebrities such as Robert Redford, Pearl Jam and 
Oprah Winfrey (Zinman, 2002). Depending on the project various agencies may be willing to 
involve themselves in particular aspects (i.e. Indian Health may build a well) (Corum, 
Personal Communication). Section 184, which was not designed for native peoples 
specifically, nonetheless provides funding options for homeowners that allow them to afford 
their half of the home costs (Corum, Personal Communication). In this way, the Initiative has 
made it possible for low income members of the tribes to consistently afford these types of 
homes. Designing the prototypes to be cost-effective and the use of straw, which is readily 
available, have also contributed to the Initiative’s affordability. 
 
Outcomes 
New home owners often mention the low heating buildings (due to straw bale efficiency) and 
are in general very happy with and thankful for their homes. More importantly, Mr. Corum 
feels is “...not so much what they say - it’s what you can see from how their lives change. Of 
course, they’re really happy with the buildings, but how their lives were actually changed is 
even more impressive. For example, one man was a chronic alcoholic. Having a home turned 
his life around. Now he is active in the community. He has gone from being a draw on society 
to being a positive force. Others are already positive and become more effective.” (Corum, 
Personal Communication) Beyond having invested financially, homeowners have invested 
physically and emotionally through their involvement in the design and construction process, 
and have a pride in their homes and a sense of hope (Corum, Personal Communication). 
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4.4 MAHARASHTRA EMERGENCY EARTHQUAKE REHABILITATION PROGRAM (MEERP) 
 
Context  
The state of Maharashtra exemplifies global trends towards urbanization and the fallout they 
can have for rural communities. The general indicators for the state overall are better or equal 
to Indian averages, as shown in Table 6.  However, the rural areas, including the earthquake 
affected region of Marathwada that is our focus here, have faired drastically worse the urban 
areas.  
Table 6.Maharashtra in a Comparative Framework 
The Human Development Report on Maharashtra states that “Growth has been urban-centric, 
creating pockets of affluence in the midst of acute poverty” (UNDP in Katakam, 2002). This 
lop-sided growth has taken place over the last century. In 1901, only 4% of the population of 
Maharashtra state lived in Mumbai, the administrative capital.  By 1981 this figure had risen 
to 13%. The economic opportunities draw people from the rural areas into the cities, where 
slums have become a huge housing problem (Desai, 1995). One of the areas where this 
poverty is clearest is in Marathwada. Here, literacy rates remain low, health care facilities few 
and general ‘development’ is far behind the rest of the state (Katakam, 2002). In this context, 
let us turn to the specific housing context. 
State Life Expectancy at birth 
1996-2000 
 
 
Female       Male 
Percentage of 
Population below 
poverty line (30 day 
recall period 1999-
2000) 
Per capita net State 
domestic product 
(Rs.) (Current 
prices) 1998-1999 
Literacy 
rate (per 
cent) 2001 
All India 63.39 62.36 26.10 15,562 65.38 
Maharashtra 68.19 65.31 25.02 22,763 77.27 
Karnataka 63.36 61.73 20.04 14,909 67.04 
Punjab 71.40 68.39 6.10 20,463 69.95 
Gujarat 62.77 61.53 14.07 18,792 69.97 
Madhya Pradesh 57.21 56.83 37.43 10,507 64.11 
Goa N.A. N.A. 4.40 N.A. 82.32 
Tamil Nadu 67.58 65.21 21.12 17,349 73.4 
Source: Katakam, 2002 
 
In general in India, colonialism effectively led to the creation of buildings post-independence 
with little tie to the past. The architect Gautam Bhatia writes that “Buildings are produced 
without corporate, regional or historic identity” (Bhatia, 1991:  21). As of the 1991 census, 
3.1 million people were without homes in India, and another 10.31 million had inadequate 
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housing (Ministry of Rural Development, 2003). In 1998, a National Housing and Habitat 
Policy was created to address the tremendous housing shortage, and with those living in rural 
areas targeted as the majority of the beneficiaries (Ministry of Rural Development, 2003).   
 
Within this context, Marwathwada has had a distinct path shaped by its housing traditions and 
natural disaster. For the past hundred years, the traditional homes of the Marathwada region, 
as pictured in Figures 17 & 18, have had a timber frame and roof (plus a mud overlay) with  
Figure 17.Typical Building in Maharashtra 
  
Figure 18.Typica
 
 Source: Brzev, Greene, Sinha, 2003
l Village in Maharashtra Source: Brzev, Greene, Sinha, 200371
rubble stone masonry walls (Brzev, Greene & Sinha, 2002). An average of 5-10 persons 
occupy one of these homes during the day, with the number increasing to 10-20 persons by 
night. For low and middle-income families the homes range in size from 15 to 100 m2 
depending on the income level (Brzev, Greene & Sinha, 2002), so crowding ranges from a 
minimum of 1 and 1/3 m2 per person to a maximum of 20 m2 per person. Although the area is 
earthquake prone, several features of the homes are typically not seismically resistant 
including the roof structure, walls that are generally not attached to a foundation, foundations 
that settle, and poor maintenance that leads to deterioration of building elements. Overall, the 
seismic vulnerability of the home style is considered, at best, minimal (B on an A to F scale 
where F represents excellent resistance) (Brzev, Greene & Sinha, 2002). However, the layout 
of the homes (see Figure 19) works well for the lifestyle of community members and growth 
in family size over the years. In the context of this poverty and this housing, the earthquake 
hit Marawatha in 2001.  
 
Overview of the Project 
Unlike the other case studies, the Marawatha Disaster Recovery Project was a housing project 
that came into existence as a direct result of a natural disaster, in this case a 6.4 (on the 
Richter scale) earthquake that occurred on September 30, 1993 (Salazar, 2001). Over 8,000 
people died in the earthquake (Brzev, Greene & Sinha, 2002) and the region (see Figure 19) 
was devastated. This was also the largest scale of the housing-aid projects under examination, 
Figure 19.Location Map of the Earthquake in Maharashtra 
 
 
involving the relocation of 24,000 hou
However, while the shock may have b
 Source: Salazar, 2001seholds and rebuilding an additional 240,000 homes. 
een more sudden, the conditions of a vast relocation 
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from traditional housing styles to industrialized ones parallels the longer term similar 
transition that the native people of the Americas have experienced over the last two hundred 
years. 
Figure 20.MEERP Case Study Evaluation Matrix 
 
 
Stakeholder Involvement 
The reconstruction was a large scale effort including stakeholders at many levels. Of course, 
the villagers who had lost their homes in the earthquake were the most directly affected by 
project outcomes. However, essential to the process were the World Bank, the government of 
Maharashtra, the 325 non-government organizations that made contributions during the initial 
recovery period, and the 35 NGOs that worked until the end of MEERP (Shaw, 2001).  
 
Communication 
Although the World Bank and other involved agencies used participatory language to describe 
their goals and actions in the project, the development process still marginalized villagers 
(Salazar, 2001). Villagers were given choices, including their location on the site and who 
their neighbors would be (Pandya, Personal Communication). However, these choices came 
late in the process and therefore did not allow for the inclusion of villagers early on in this 
process, when such inclusion would have had a much more significant impact. NGO’s like 
Swayam Shikshan Prayog (SSP) that were involved in the reconstruction process and fought 
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with the World Bank to have them include participation from local communities at all find 
“that peer to peer communication is much more effective than communication between NGO 
staff and community members, in most cases” (Srinivasan, personal communication). Instead, 
the mode of operation was largely experts who were mostly living in the nearby city of Latur, 
the district capital, traveling to find victims by day and retreating by night (Salazar, 2001). 
Nitan Raje speaks about the consequences of this kind of communication, “In reality the poor 
do not have the capability to organize easily for the benefit of a community. Therefore to 
imagine a well informed user group that can make useful judgements about their habitat is in 
itself a problem. Also, architects and planners do not really orient their methods with the help 
of any serious social surveys. Therefore there is actually very little communication between 
the experts and the households. As a result the project settles on the lowest common 
denominator” (Raje, Personal Communication, emphasis added). The experts coming in from 
all around the world and living in Latur appear to have followed this usual pattern.  
 
Capacities 
Rather than focus on using the housing project as an opportunity for education, training, and 
community building, the focus was on outside experts determining what could be done within 
the budget. As Nitan Raje, of The Centre for Environmental Planning and Technology in 
Ahmedabad says, “Most planners and architects however do not really bother to evaluate the 
user requirements or are prepared to design customized houses or seriously engage into a 
process oriented approach. In fact I would say that architects and planners depend solely on 
their beliefs and work out the most feasible design that fits the budget” (Raje, Personal 
Communication). The carpenters, masons and stone cutters who had traditionally been the 
builders in Marathwada (their vernacular style accounted for about 80% of rural housing 
before the earthquake) were marginalized instead of being trained to adapt their traditional 
skills to have greater seismic resistance (Salazar,  2001).  
 
Tools and Technologies 
Despite the availability of a sound appropriate technology incorporating vernacular building 
techniques and earthquake retrofitting (see Figure 21), the World Bank and the GoM choose  
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Figure 21.Vernacular Building Techniques and Earthquake Retrofitting 
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Figure 22.Traditional Wada Home Layout 
 
The Project did succeed through its 
participatory aspects in creating homes 
that had a traditional spatial layout in line 
with the local culture. However, the use of 
concrete throughout sent “an 
overwhelming message to artisans and the 
local population…that stone masonry 
construction was no longer safe.” (Salazar, 
2001: 14) Bathrooms are uniformly unused 
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 4.5 THE CLAY HOUSE PROJECT (CHP) 
 
Context  
The BaMbuti people of the African Ituri forest call the forest Ndura, which also means the 
entire world (Schoenauer, 1981). This one word provides a foray into understanding the pre-
colonial African perspective. In the region that is today Namibia, as in much of Africa, pre-
colonial beliefs centered heavily around the natural world, which held religious meaning. The 
community was then the central meeting place for the human and the natural worlds 
(Wieneke, Personal Communication). In line with this lifestyle, traditional African forms of 
housing were “built in harmony with the community, with nature and religion, but one did not 
ask primarily about the housing needs of the individual” (Knauder, 2000: 107).  
 
In the young nation of Namibia, which gained independence in 1990 after the collapse of 
apartheid, there is a rich history of traditional housing.  In Southern Namibia the form of 
housing that fulfilled the necessary role in society was the Nama hut (Figure 23). These 
homes were built from rushes that women weaved together to form mats of 6-8 meters in  
Figure 23.Reconstruction of a traditional Namahut 
 
length, and which had a climatically appropriate 
property of swelling in the rainy season, thus 
providing cover from the rain, and shrinking in the 
dry season allowing better ventilation. In Eastern 
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using branches covered with tall grass, while in the 
North the homes were made of sun-dried bricks, 
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   Source: W. Haake in Wieneke, 2001r and grass and had no windows (Wieneke, 2001). In each case, the communities used 
 designs that were in accordance with their lifestyle and local climate, as was the case in 
olonial America. In turn the homes became an integral part of this lifestyle and climate. 
 modern era slavery, colonialism and neo-colonialism have all radically moved African 
es away from traditional housing forms and lifestyles. In rural areas most homes are, 
ver, still self-built (Knauder, 2000), in Namibia often with steel-sheeting, plastics and 
(Weineke, Personal Communication). West of Namibia in Mozambique, a study on rural 
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– urban differences found that self-building had a positive effect on how people felt about 
their homes. 45% of respondents from the villages chose “I like everything [about my home] 
because it is the product of my own effort”, to describe what they liked about their home, 
while only 4% of Urban dwellers chose this answer (Knauder, 2000: 119). However, the rural 
areas experience more severe overcrowding then the urban areas and people there often have 
a high level of dislike for homes made of grass (after a home being too small it is the number 
one complaint) (Knauder, 2000).  
 
Westernization is now penetrating into even the most remote corners of Namibia (Weineke, 
Personal Communication). In Namibia the San and the Ovahimba peoples both lived in a way 
that had minimum impact on the earth’s resources. Now these groups experience extreme 
pressure from Westernization despite having remained (particularly in the case of the semi-
nomadic Ovahimba) relatively traditional up until recent times. The Ovahimba still use wood, 
clay and grass to build homes they return to for part of each year (Weineke, Personal 
Communication), although the pictures in Figures 24 & 25 are of homes build for the tourism  
Figure 24.Ovahimb  a “village” near Opuwo  (Oct. 2002) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      Source: A. Weineke, Unpublished 
Figure 25.Tourist camp with Ovahimba houses near Sesfontein (Nov. 2002) 
 
                        Source: A. Weineke, Unpublished 
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industry.  In Southern Namibia, traditional housing forms have completely died out, although 
a project has been initiated to actively re-introduce them, for environmental and cultural 
reasons (Weineke, Personal Communication).  
 
The situation of the Ovahimba and San are becoming the last part of the country’s transition 
from traditional to modern housing, which has led, along with the general economic situation 
in Namibia, to severe housing problems. In particular, the fact that 80% of building materials 
are imported raises cost of building significantly. To try and address these concerns, 
particularly for low income housing, the Cabinet passed, in 1991, the Housing Act, designed 
to have the government work as a housing facilitator, rather then provider (City of Windhoek, 
2003). Recently the act has contributed to the founding of the Habitat Research and 
Development Centre (HRDC), created by the Ministry of Regional and Local Government 
and Housing, the City of Windhoek, and the National Housing Enterprise. The Centre, which 
will be the first in Namibia to support the building and construction industry through research, 
will try “to identify locally available building materials and incorporate them into the 
architectural design” through practices like passive solar design, natural ventilation and non-
water born sewer (Weineke, Personal Communication). The Centre is just one of the signs, 
along with the CHP, that Namibia is beginning to explore the potential of its vernacular 
architecture as well as more environmentally and economically sound options to solve its 
housing problems.  
 
Overview of the Project 
In the case of CHP, the local community (specifically a local farmer’s family) initiated the 
project (Weineke, Personal Communication). Unlike the other projects studied in this thesis, 
the CPH is working in a squatter settlement (Grunzke, Personal Communication). It is a rural 
area in transition, with about 25,000 people currently in Orwetoveni, Otjiwarongo. Since 
independence in 1990, “People came from the more densely and economic weaker areas from 
the North to find jobs and – very important for Otjiwarongo as a heart of the cattle farming 
community - because of increasing pressure from the government concerning basic salaries 
and land claims, many farmers sent the large families away who lived before on their land” 
(Grunzke, Personal Communication). The population explosion has created a tremendous 
challenge in meeting basic needs, including housing. CPH is trying to respond to this demand, 
focusing on Orwetoveni, but also trying to create educational opportunities for people across 
the country.  
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 Following the farmer’s initiative, the NGO Grupo Sofonias, which tries to use housing-aid as 
a tool for rural regeneration, became involved. Their work began as an experiment in 
handmade fiber-concrete roofing sheets focused on Latin America in 1990, with support from 
the Swiss Development Group. Since then, they have branched out, although they still focus 
on deforestation and limiting imported materials, they now work all around the world and are 
involved in projects that go beyond the Micro-Concrete Roofing (MCR) technique they began 
with (Grupo Sofonias, 2004). Although it “took some time before people realized that the 
local clay is suitable for building purposes” (Weineke, Personal Communication) the 
experimental building that became the offices for the project did eventually convince them.  
 
The program objectives are: “Contribution to a sustainable improvement of the living 
conditions in the Orwetoveni Squatter Area by building houses with ecological materials; 
Initiation of a movement of self-reliant people who are able to build their own houses with 
ecological materials; Setting an example for the application of clay and lime building 
technology in different parts of Namibia” (Peters, 2002). In trying to meet each of these 
objectives, the CHP has set up a variety of ways to be involved in the project and, while it 
encourages black and female participation, has made the project open to anyone who wishes 
to participate (Grunzke, 2002). 
Figure 26.CHP Case Study Evaluation Matrix 
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Stakeholders 
The primary stakeholders are local residents, the CHP (a CBO), the NGO Grupo Sofonias, 
which is part of the EcoSouth Network, the European Community funders (Solidaritatsdienst 
(SODI) in Germany and the Swedish Development Cooperation), CECAT at the University of 
Havana, Cuba, their commercial arm ECUATevi, the government of Namibia and other 
Namibians interested in seeing more appropriate and environmentally sensitive homes in 
Namibia. CECAT developed the Micro-concrete roofing method that is part of the CHP, and 
formed ECUATevi in order to be able to sell this equipment for use in EcoSouth’s programs. 
The relationship between the other stakeholders in this case fairly closely follows Fowler’s 
model of NGO involvement in the aid chain (see Figure 27). There are Northern funders 
providing monies from its nation’s taxpayers to support a Southern Based NGO (SBO), 
Figure 27.NGOs in the Aid Chain – The Clay Project, Namiba 
 
in this case Grupo Sofonias, an organization that has approximately 650 workshops 
employing more than 3000 people in twelve countries (Grupo Sofonias, 2004). This 
organization has then partnered with the CHP, which developed entirely from a local 
community effort in Namibia. This project and the NGO are then working with the 
government to create micro-enterprise for the low income population. Major issues 
concerning the project are discussed by the coordination committee, which“…consists of 
stakeholders from the Municipality, members of the self-builders, group leaders from the Clay 
House Project and the managers. Issues like house designs, land for construction, toilet 
systems, water costs, loan possibilities, transport services, Shack Dweller Association, 
kindergartens etc. are discussed every two month” (Grunzke, Personal Communication). 
Source: Based on Fowler b. in Edwards and Fowler, 2002 
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 Communication 
People involved in the project are spending significant time working one on one learning new 
skills of entrepreneurship, brick making and tile production. The self-builders and Vocational 
Training College Trainees are trained on-site and overseen by trained CHP supervisors. The 
European Commission Delegation in Windhoek has conducted a monitoring report to ensure 
that their funding is well spent. They found that in general, the communication is face to face 
and hands on. “The Project Manager visits the construction site every day to ensure quality, 
whilst the supervisor guides construction” (European Commission, 2003).  
 
The MCR technology itself is the product of broader South-South communication, as 
mentioned previously, as it comes originally from Cuba and then expanded throughout Latin 
America. EcoSouth’s goal is to network organizations and people in developing countries. 
Sofonias recognized the high incidence of deforestation and imported construction materials 
in developing countries as “basic problems” for these nations; spreading the MCR technology 
is their solution (Grupo Sofanios, 2004). 
 
Capacities 
Teaching skills is at the core of the CHP, involving the administrator advising self-builders 
every day (Grunzke, Personal Communication). The process of disseminating building 
knowledge about how to build is an uphill battle  
“Clay building techniques are known by the locals, but as a type of non permanent 
housing. Clay buildings are destroyed by rain and termites thus only concrete houses are 
seen as a permanent home. The CHP teaches and does research about building 
technologies which are long lasting, affordable, healthy and create jobs in Namibia. The 
project teaches the self-builders to use readily available clay and rocks, as the basic 
construction materials and it will step up local production of micro-concrete roofing tiles 
and lime, thereby providing new jobs” (Grunzke, Personal Communication). 
 
The fact that the project began from the initiative of a local farmer immediately indicates that 
this is a situation where the NGO and European involvement is as facilitator rather then 
controller. Setting up production centers locally allows people to learn the skill of brick-
making, as does allowing people to make their bricks if they can’t or don’t want to pay for 
them. This practice validates the input of time and energy as much as the material input of 
money. The Namibian housing expert Andreas Wieneke observes that “Nowadays 
everywhere in the former black township, you find people producing clay blocks (sun dried) 
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for either themselves or on behalf of other residents, who pay these producers.” (Weineke, 
Personal Communication). The production process provides local opportunities for training 
and employment that would otherwise not be there – and which otherwise people might need 
to leave their rural communities to find.  
 
Training is an integral part of the program. People come to learn from the Vocational Training 
Centers, but also from all over Namibia – thus far including two builders from the 
Municipality of Outapi, one from Northern Namibia, and even an employee of a local 
building materials company (EcoSouth, 2004). The CHP supervisors receive training in 
English and help getting their driver’s licenses (European Commission, 2003). The CHP also 
does not limit the educational component to strictly building, but rather housing more 
generally. There was recently a demonstration, for example, of a solar cooking oven, with 
people particularly impressed by the lower amount of water needed for this kind of cooking in 
the desert environment (EcoSouth, 2004). From the start the project has also had a South-
South educational component, as the MCR technology was developed at a university in Cuba 
and then shared with EcoSouth, who has been able to spread it all over the world.  
 
Tools and Technologies 
The tools and technologies include both the MCR and clay brick walls (Wieneke, Personal 
Communication). MCR technology developed out of South-South communication with 
funding from the Swedish Development Agency SKAT. While production in Namibia is still 
in early stages, worldwide it has resulted in 350,000 roofs (Grupo Sofanios, 2004) (Figure 
28).  
Figure 28.Homes with MCR  
MCR technology can easily be produced locally with very limited capital needed to begin 
production - as low as 500US$ and 
possible in backyard space. The 
equipment needed is a vibrating table 
and a mould, which are produced by 
several companies (Grupo Sofanios, 
2004). Micro Concrete is a “high 
performance concrete” which means 
that “10mm thick MCR tile will pass 
tests similar to those of a
 
 Source: Grupos Sofanas, 2004 common industrial concrete tile which is much thicker and heavier. 
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To achieve this, the exact mixture of cement with well graded sands, and the adequate 
vibration specially conceived for this material, as well as near-perfect curing conditions are 
essential” (Grupo Sofanios, 2004). With a single table and moulds, production is possible on 
the scale demonstrated in Table 7. Grupos Sofanios runs workshops all over the South to 
teach this technology and assist production.  
 
Table 7.MCR Production 
The clay brick walls are made of adobe, or sun-dried 
producing the bricks (Grupo Sofanios, 20
ome Design (Social and Cultural Validity) 
f traditions from pre-colonial times and the 
conomy 
combines self-help building with commercial production. On an individual basis, 
Time Ti
bricks (Grupo Sofanios, 2004). This style of building 
is also popular in the American South West and has 
been used traditionally by Native tribes in that 
region. In Namibia as well clay deposits are ample 
and the climate is appropriate for the method. Thus 
far the CHP has set up two productions sites for 
04).  
 
les Produced
Per Day 250 Tiles 
In 240 days per year s 60,000 tile
Annual minimum 
production 
3,600 m2 
Year 82 houses of 70 m2 
Source: Grupos Sofanios, 2004 
H
Today, the Namibian culture is a mix o
tremendous influence of recent colonial control and even more recent independence. Despite 
the fact that much local knowledge about building (outside of knowledge about materials) has 
been lost, the low-income population continues to be very adept at adopting whatever is 
available to their needs (Wieneke, Personal Communication). There are efforts at 
reintroducing strictly traditional dwellings in Warmbad, but whether this is completely in line 
with modern Namibian culture is open to question. The traditional form of Namibian housing 
no longer is in general use. However, the adobe brick making is a traditional building 
material. 
 
E
The CHP 
those who just want the adobe bricks have a choice of either paying for them or making them 
themselves (Grupo Sofanios, 2004). Those who are building homes entirely through the 
project contribute 2 months of labor, 15% of the total cost of the home, and produce their own 
bricks under the guidance of the CHP supervisors (European Commission, 2003).  CHP 
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receives funding from the European Community (Wieneke, Personal Communication). The 
Project Manager Beate Grunzke explains that the home designs,  
“were created and changed by several people and in various meetings. The basic house 
design was developed by the pilot project supported by the German NGO “Bread for the 
World”. It was a house with veranda, 3 rooms, of which one served as a kitchen and a 
bathroom with an area from 49m2. In the first year, 2002, we offered the self-builders 
different varieties of this house, with or without veranda, changes of the walls inside 
(different room sizes) and they could add one or two rooms if they could afford paying for 
that. As 85% of the costs of the additional rooms were also paid by the CHP, most of the 
builders chose a five room house with 70m2. In 2003 we couldn’t afford any more to 
finance the big houses. Thus in 2003 only five of 60 houses had more than 49m2. How the 
indoor walls, doors and windows are placed is still up to the house builder, as well as the 
decision about the roof design (2-side or 4-side roof) and the colour of the house which 
gives each house its own individual character” (Grunzke, Personal Communication). 
Funding and costs has had clearly had an impact on the home design and dimensions (as it has 
in all of the projects), but CPH has also managed to help fund some larger houses by taking 
on much of the cost burden. The whole design process has been oriented around making 
homes that are as low as possible in cost to make them affordable to the low-income families 
while still meeting the needs of the users (Grunzke, Personal Communication). 
Outcomes 
The outcomes thus far include housing materials and buildings, but also and significantly the 
impact that the project is having on the economy and skills of the community. The adobe 
making process has produced 170,000 adobe bricks, enough for 75 homes. Ten of these 
dwellings are at the stage of having complete walls and ten others the walls are almost 
complete. One house is being roofed (Grupo Safanos, 2004). More than 60% of the 
beneficiaries are women and the workforce comprises 50% women (European Commission, 
2003). As mentioned previously, a number of people not directly involved in the project have 
also been trained at the CHP. There are 120 self-build people who were trained at the CHP 
working at construction sites. There have also been 40 Vocational Training Center trainees 
and seven CHP supervisors have been trained who can supervise self-builders and teach 
others (European Commission, 2003). “It has become a local industry, which generates 
income and employment on a smaller scale” (Weineke, Personal Communication). The small 
industry that has sprung up around the project is providing new sources of income and skills 
for community members.  
 
 
 85
CHAPTER 5.SUGGESTIONS FOR PRACTICES AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
5.1 SUGGESTIONS FOR PRACTICES 
 
As the focus of this thesis is on the destruction of rural communities around the world and 
which expert practices in housing-aid projects might be able to work against this trend, this 
analysis will present suggestions for expert practices followed by a rational for each given the 
data gathered, although admitting the limited nature of this thesis.  
 
Keep project work local as much as possible 
Importation of construction materials is a cost burden (see Section 3.2) and having outsiders 
build does nothing to provide the local community with new skills and training.  Choices to 
use materials imported from long distances, like in the MEERP project, serve to reinforce 
rural dependency on global mechanisms. In the AIHI and the CHP two models for local 
materials are presented – one using readily available straw, and the other a simple micro-
concrete roofing production process. In both cases, local people are doing the building and 
gaining training that can lead to income without having to leave their communities. Experts 
that are not living in the communities during building, like many of the MEERP practitioners 
and the HUD experts (who were cut off completely from project work), have communication 
barriers that can contribute to poor outcomes. In contrast, and in line with Fowler’s concept of 
possible Beyond Aid Scenarios (see section 4.5) are programs like the one Mr. Sularto 
directed (see section 8.4) where experts are on the ground learning about what is readily 
available and coming up with innovative methods and designs and then being able to teach 
them. 
 
Make consistent efforts to work with people at varied power levels in the local community 
The local community, while it exists as a collective, is far from homogenous (see Section 
2.1). The expert group, similarly, may be made up of people from vastly different cultures, or 
may be people who are themselves a part of the community receiving funds. The data has 
brought to light the importance of this diversity. In the HUD project, tribal members who 
were in control of the housing programs exhibited favoritism and were more interested in 
helping their friends and family then building homes that were supportive of user’s lifestyle 
and beliefs. In AIHI, outside experts again deal mostly with selected and powerful members 
of the tribe, although they are trying to remedy this to some degree. In MEERP, while some 
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sessions were open to the public generally, otherwise outside experts were working in 
isolation and often living in a nearby city rather then in the affected region itself. The CHP 
provided for this diversity within the community by making participation possible on many 
levels and focusing on its availability to women. Although experts are bringing in the straw 
bale knowledge, the AIHI shows another way where a new technology can be brought in from 
the outside with the express goal of making it fit to the local climate and lifestyle.  
 
Seek out community members with the most relevant knowledge 
While there is often concern for working with the most powerful people in the local 
community (as all the projects did) and usually attempts at including a ‘general public’ (i.e. in 
MEERP’s participation sessions and in AIHI’s planned public meetings) members of the 
community who have important and distinct knowledge, but may not be in power, like the 
masons of Marathwada, need to be sought out explicitly. There may be people who have 
knowledge that can contribute to making homes more culturally appropriate who might not 
have a reason to think of themselves being involved in a housing-aid project, like the art 
students who contributed to the AIHI (see Section 4.3).  
 
Listen for tacit knowledge 
Listening is a skill that, like any other, can be honed (see Section 2.2). Given the cultural 
differences that often exist between experts and the communities they are working with (i.e. 
in AIHI there are non-natives working with Native Americans, in CHP there are European 
funders and a Latin American NGO working with Namibians, in MEERP experts from all 
over the world working with the rural people of Marwathada) this skill is all the more crucial.  
 
Focus on peer-to-peer communication  
A local farmer initiated the CHP and once people in the community became convinced that 
clay was an appropriate building material, production caught on and brick and MCR creation 
became a popular local entrepreneurial opportunity (see Section 4.5). Commercial marketers 
know that positive word of mouth through someone a person already trusts is the fastest and 
most reliable way to get a product sold (CITE). Similarly, successful communication in 
housing-aid focuses on building trusting relationships (see, for example, AIHI Section 4.3 and 
the need for demonstrating new building methods, Section 3.2). Through these relationships 
information and innovative ideas can be passed on that can then be disseminated through a 
much wider network via peer-to-peer communication. 
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Focus on face-to-face meetings and cut down physical distance between experts and locals 
The experiences recorded in this thesis have consistently demonstrated that a large physical 
distance can easily translate into communication breakdowns. From the contract written in 
overly technical language that led to a project never being completed (see Section 3.3), to the 
PSU Professor traveling between Pennsylvania and Montana (see Section 4.3), and the CHP’s 
project manager’s daily visits (see Section 4.5), being in the building location as much as 
possible is what makes the projects run. A report of the National American Indian Housing 
Council echoed this sentiment encouraging Housing Authorities to “Incorporate oral 
communication. Surveys or letters gave a minimum percentage of return. Oral communication 
created a more personal setting and resulted in community members sharing their views, 
issues, and needs.” (Seneca, 2002) Only through face to face oral communication can the 
most information be conveyed and the amount of time for feedback be limited (see Section 
2.2).   
 
Creatively incorporate educational aspects into every possible aspect of the project 
Building projects are opportunities for building community. While expert knowledge is often 
essential for safety and technological input, many of the skills involved in housing production 
are highly transferable. The CHP has managed to include education into every aspect of their 
project, from requiring home-owners to learn about brick making, to helping entrepreneurs 
start small MCR businesses, providing supplementary training to Vocational College students, 
organizational education through shared knowledge and general community education 
through workshops like the one on solar cooking (see Section 4.5). AIHI has similarly 
included art students, engineering students, teachers of traditional Native American medicine, 
and volunteers from the general U.S. public who can learn about life on the reservations and 
also straw bale building.  
 
Seek contemporary cultural validity, not stereotypes of what this might be or have been 
Today, many rural communities face tremendous economic and cultural challenges. Native 
Americans are not looking to live in tepees, and the knowledge of how to build the Nama mat 
huts of Namibia so unpopular have they become. In some cultural contexts, traditional 
materials are explicitly considered negative (see Sections 4.5 and 3.2). Trying to force an 
exact return to traditional housing forms neither empowers the local community nor, in most 
cases, creates homes appropriate to modern lifestyles. Rather in many cases, traditional 
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methods and materials can be updated to not only serve modern needs, preserve and create 
cultural identity, but also to be a cost-effective and relatively environmentally sound means of 
moving towards a solution to the housing crisis the world faces, and which will only grow as 
the population does. For example, the architect Laurie Baker has spent his life updating mud 
building technologies in India, creating a style distinctly regional, and appropriate for homes 
for the very poor, the very rich and everyone in between (Bhatia, 1991). 
 
5.2 CONCLUSIONS 
 
This thesis inquires into a limited number of housing-aid projects to examine possible ways 
that experts’ work might contribute to the support of local communities. The very proposition 
of the importance of the local community, its unique history, geography, culture and current 
circumstances, cautions against generalizations. However, from the limited experiences under 
examination this thesis will explore possible conclusions that would require further research 
to confirm. While attempting such conclusions, though, the thesis takes as their basis the local 
experiences and perspectives of each individual, eloquently described by the anthropologist 
David Abram who writes that,  
 “…at the scale of our sensing bodies the earth is astonishingly, irreducibly diverse. It 
discloses itself to our senses not as a uniform planet inviting global principles and 
generalizations, but as this forested realm embraced by water, or a windswept prairie, 
or a desert silence. We can know the needs of any particular region only by 
participating in its specificity—by becoming familiar with its cycles and styles, awake 
and attentive to its other inhabitants.” (Abram, 1996:266) 
 
From this source of diversity and unique experience flows the knowledge of those who 
inhabit a place.  At this stage of the thesis, that author would like to make some preliminary 
policy suggestions concerning how experts could be helped to include this knowledge more 
successfully, while acknowledging that more research is necessary to determine if these 
policies are truly appropriate and practical. It may be that not only do the perceived options 
need expression, but also the dwellers’ lifestyle itself. For if experts do not understand the 
users’ lifestyle they cannot support the community in making choices congruent with it. 
Whether experts understand these lifestyles and the impact this understanding or lack thereof 
has on housing-aid programs will be under close examination in this thesis, together with 
ways in which aid programs might more effectively employ the two sets of knowledge. 
 
Broadly speaking there are three policy suggestions that have emerged from the data 
collected: reforming planning and architectural education (train experts as facilitators instead 
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of directors); stress knowledge of culture; use appropriate technologies and technologies that 
support self-sufficiency. 
 
Use appropriate technologies and technologies that support self-sufficiency 
In none of the projects or experiences examined was local knowledge used exclusively and 
without alteration for building, and there is evidence in each case that such an attempt would 
not have been completely successful: in the case of MEERP, local builders had been 
responsible for the homes that were so easily ravaged by the earthquake (see Section 4.4), in 
the CHP much of the older knowledge has been destroyed by colonization, as in the Native 
American countries of the Plains Region, where living in a tepee is by no means suited to 
modern lifestyles. At the same time, experts acting largely without including the knowledge 
of those who would live in the homes, as in the case of MEERP and the HUD mutual help 
homes led to buildings that fell into disrepair or went unused. A policy of experts being 
trained in and striving to discover and use appropriate technologies would allow them to 
walk the fine line of using their expertise, but in a way that is truly appropriate to the context 
in which they are working. The architect Laurie Baker, educated in Britain, but working for 
decades in India to reestablish the use of mud in building, writes that 
“…our modern, advanced scientific minds should know how to assess the merits and 
demerits of historical and factual evidence of the way people who have lived in a 
particular setting and climate, have coped with the problems which are still inevitably ours 
today. To brush aside all this demonstration and evidence as old-fashioned and therefore 
useless, is extremely foolish. Having made our assessment we would show ourselves 
capable of adopting the lessons we have learned (negative or positive, they are of equal 
importance) to our current living habits and the currently available building materials at 
our disposal. Along with this we should remind ourselves that it is not ‘Advancement’ or 
‘Development’ or ‘Progress’ to indulge in modern building materials and techniques at a 
tremendous expense and to no good effect when there is no justification or reason for their 
use, instead of older, simpler, inexpensive methods” (Baker in Bhatia, 1991: 23). 
 
It is this kind of intelligent appraisal of what is locally available and what knowledge, 
techniques and/or materials should be imported that the expert, often with experience in many 
different contexts and methods, can bring most effectively to a housing-aid project. One of the 
clearest barriers to implementing appropriate technology is the perception in many places of 
modern Western building materials and technologies as the only permanent and sound manner 
in which to build, as cited throughout this thesis. This is a complex issue that warrants further 
research, especially because of the difficulties involved, then, in experts bringing new ways of 
using traditional materials while avoiding the perception that these homes have the same 
problems they have had traditionally. Rather then imposing these more appropriate 
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technologies, experts can, as Laurie Baker did, as experts in the AIHI and CHP projects are 
doing, try to demonstrate in hands-on ways that the intermediate technologies are not only 
viable, but in fact provide opportunities for living more self-sufficiency (such as jobs created 
by small-scale production and safer and/or more energy efficient homes) that the importation 
of modern materials does not. Through introducing appropriate technologies, experts have a 
chance to encourage the building of houses that are not only more suited to the cultural 
context of the project than entirely imported methods, but that are more environmentally 
sound as well. Traditional materials tend to be much less energy consuming to produce, and 
often can provide, if used properly, homes that are well insulated (the straw bale used in the 
AIHI is incredibly good at this) thus reducing the environmental (and financial) cost of 
operating the home over its entire life cycle. In order to get to the step of education and 
dissemination, however, experts first have to be willing to develop, introduce and engage with 
appropriate technologies. Such engagement requires knowledge not only of a technical nature, 
but also of a cultural and social nature.  
 
Stress knowledge of culture 
Given this age of rapid shifts in technological capabilities and, over the last 300 years, the 
tremendous impact of colonization it is not only the use of local knowledge regarding the 
physical environment, but also, and equally importantly the knowledge of cultural traditions, 
lifestyles, and perspectives of the community on modern pressures that becomes most 
important to the expert and needs to be stressed most in communication. The importance of 
this kind of knowledge should be recognized on an institutional level, where policies should 
be in place to educate experts on communicating with other cultures, and learn from them 
how their culture works, in the early stages of projects, before the major decisions are made. 
 
Local knowledge includes “all aspects of life” (Robyn, see Section 2.3) and cannot be reduced 
simply to knowing where to find the strongest reeds or when to plant a certain crop which, in 
any case, is a type of  knowledge that has often been lost to the modern age. Without it, 
understanding the lifestyle of those whom homes are being created for seems to be unfeasible.  
 
Rural communities are at once striving to preserve their culture and discover what that culture 
is in the midst of daily and global pressures. Chief among these pressures is the need to create 
strong economies. Native Americans want homes that are “nothing fancy, or weird” (Riley, 
Personal Communication, see Section 4.3), but linguistic survival. Namibians desperately 
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need ways to make money in their fledgling economy, and at the same time are searching for 
ways to reintroduce traditions lost to colonialism and dying out in the face of Westernization. 
One Namibian writes that,  
“One possibility would be to regard vernacular architecture as not being primitive 
and backward. The Westernisation of the world is not the solution and architecture 
provides the examples for its non-sustainability, whereas traditional architecture 
shows that the use of renewable, natural materials would be sustainable, if not over-
exploited and over-harvested. The primary obstacles relate to human societies and 
their attitudes, ethics and activities towards the natural environment and its 
resources” (Wieneke, Personal Communication).  
 
Materially, options exist that are, at least to a much larger degree than those usually utilized, 
‘green’ because of their ability to be renewed or to limit consumption. This can be seen in a 
wide variety of forms: from the elegance of the traditional Malay house (Figure 9), to the use 
of straw bales that usually “lie around rotting” or the superinsulation (see Section 3.2) that has 
recently been developed. Certainly there are many such solutions in traditional housing and 
accessing that knowledge, as some are trying to do (i.e. via the Geographic Information 
Systems Participation Model, see Section 3.2) can go a long way towards ‘greener’ housing 
options. Finding out about such solutions is the (relatively) easy part. Finding a way to use 
them that suits the lifestyle, and therefore the culture of any given group of people is the true 
challenge, and one that cannot be met without an intimate understanding of the culture, an 
understanding that it seems could only come from local knowledge of a less material nature. 
What kind of local knowledge might this be? How much and in what way might it be 
garnered? In the case of the AIHI this has included knowledge about religious belief 
systems and family structure. In the case of MEERP, applying knowledge about 
traditional home layouts was not enough to make the homes suitable in the dwellers’ eyes. 
So in order to be effective, experts need to understand the local culture enough to know 
not only bits of local needs (i.e. square buildings would be considered weak by Native 
Americans) but have a more holistic understanding of the culture whose lifestyle’s they 
are trying to suit. Only then could it be possible to understand what bits of information are 
relevant for the project at hand, what will make the aid effective.  
 
The adaptation to ‘current living habits’ that Baker mentions above requires understanding 
those habits, their roots and the longings that they come from as best as possible. For it is 
from these roots that the habits of lifestyle develop and it is modern lifestyles, combined with 
environmental sensitivity, that homes should suit.  
 
What methods of communication, then, will allow such understanding to occur? Perhaps a 
first clue lies in Abram’s injunction to come to know a region by “participating in its 
specificity”, and such participation occurs most effectively through being in the place an 
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expert is seeking to understand. Experts use a wide range of communication methods, from 
the experts in MEERP who were roaming the streets looking for ‘victims’ to help (Salazar, 
2001), to the networking of different SNGOs evidenced in the CHP and the involvement of 
the Cheyanne to create tribal “ownership” of the housing problem in the AIHI (see Section 
4.3) What tentatively emerges from these varied experiences is that specific understanding 
requires encounters with specific people in ways where the attention of each on the other will 
be the highest. In a face-to-face setting, the ability of a message sender to control the attention 
of a person receiving a message is the highest as is the amount of information conveyed (see 
Table 4). While technical details about design can be conveyed best over e-mail and through 
hard copies (see Table 4) in order to the most important work of trying to understand culture 
and lifestyle, meeting people in person seems to be key. 
 
Reforming planning and architectural education 
Communication, and its components, sending and receiving messages are skills, and, like 
other skills, they can be learned, and to be fully effective, need to be learned (see Section 2.2). 
Rather then relying on concerned experts to teach themselves to be meaningful 
communicators, as Bristol speaks about in Section 3.1, architectural and planning education 
should explicitly teach these skills as part of required curriculum. Once an expert is taught to 
have an attitude of arrogance and dominance, this mindset becomes a barrier to realizing 
participation and community strengthening on the ground. In fact, “…the biggest difficulty is 
in overcoming the need to demonstrate one’s expertise by continuing to fill the air with one’s 
own thoughts instead of questions that coax out the thoughts of others” (Bristol, Personal 
Communication). Broadly speaking then, this orientation towards communication would 
require a reorientation of expert education towards training facilitators instead of directors.  
 
Train experts to act as facilitators instead of directors 
Thus far this conclusion has largely begged the question of if experts and aid is needed at all. 
Brief mention was made of the difficulties that local communities might encounter in trying to 
produce housing without expert advice, but this only scratches the surface of the question. In 
the widest sense, aid is simply when a person helps another person, group or cause. More 
specifically, ‘development’ aid has meant different things at different times depending on 
current trends and theories, but has come to generally mean gifts of time and resources for the 
specific purpose of ‘developing’ a group of people (see Section 2.1). Fowler has proposed a 
number of scenarios (see Table 2) that could move aid providers away from this model 
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towards a new role as facilitators, assisting communities in creating structures that will allow 
for them to do for themselves. The material gathered here supports his thesis that this may be 
the most constructive direction for aid to move into in the modern era. The Red Feather 
Development Group’s goal of moving on after seven years of work with a community, having 
helped a housing program to develop that can then run without them (see Section 4.3), is in 
line with such a direction. Facilitation and innovation does not mean experts would stand 
mutely by while learning from the local people how things should be done and then 
discovering how to get funding to make that happen. Experts have past experiences that they 
can translate into powerful knowledge about creative ways that communities can accomplish 
their goals. Capital funds are almost always a necessary starting point, as the case of the Jobra 
Rural Bank Project, which started with a loan of $30US to forty-two people and led to 
(among other accomplishments) 260,000 new homes in Bangladesh (see Section 3.3), 
demonstrated. The greater the extent to which loans are manageable and projects produce 
means for supporting themselves (as in the case of CHP), the greater the opportunity for long-
term survival. MEERP was a $200 million dollar project and now half the homes are not lived 
in! In Papua New Guinea, available funds went unused because of a seemingly small change 
in the definition of a ‘medium-sized’ project by the World Bank (see Section 3.3).  Money 
does not equal success, nor does lack of it allow creative ideas to flourish.  
 
So, if money alone is not the key what is it that housing-aid experts could do to encourage the 
strength of the communities they serve?  One possibility is that they could work as facilitators 
instead of directors. On paper, the impressiveness of large projects is hard to avoid. Large 
amounts of resources have the power to attract people’s interest and energy. In contrast,  
“Local initiatives, no matter how wisely conceived, seem prima facie too small to 
counteract the ‘global forces’ now daily invading our lives and environments. The whole 
history of economic ‘development’, in its colonialist, socialist or capitalist forms, is a 
history of violent interventions by powerful forces ‘persuading’ small communities to 
surrender with the use of weapons, economic lures and ‘education’. Countless such cases 
give ample proof that local peoples often need outside allies to create a critical mass of 
political opposition capable of stopping those forces” (Estava and Prakash, 1997: 281). 
 
Experts can be such allies, and housing-aid programs one of their means of alliance. In the 
CPH, in the AIHI, in the Bali post-earthquake rebuilding (see Section 3.3) and the Jobra Rural 
Bank Project mentioned above, experts are trying to find ways to do just that. But to act as 
facilitators requires taking the time to discover what it is that those who will inhabit the 
homes wish for. It requires taking the time to explain options that may not have been used 
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before rather then assuming that any aid given will be gladly accepted because of the expert 
status of the one who brings it (see Section 3.2). Because of their intimate tie with lifestyle 
and culture (see Section 2.1) housing-aid projects have the ability to create not only buildings, 
but homes surrounded by new, if small, economic, social and experiential-educational 
opportunities, as in the case of the volunteerism that is a part of the AIHI and Habitat for 
Humanity’s work. Such initiatives have the potential to stabilize rural communities and 
provide them with the sense that they can choose to do for themselves even in the face of the 
massive power of globalization and its attendant pulls.  
 
Final Comments 
The South-South networking involved in the CHP provides a foray into an important 
distinction in regard to this globalization. Such interaction and global connections are not a 
part of the disturbing phenomena of corportization and the advanced state of a process of 
connecting the world’s economies. The distinction here is between “global thinking and 
global action” (Estava and Prakash, 1997: 287). Global thinking is the thought process of 
world views becoming more homogenized as fewer and fewer global institutions (for-profit 
and governmental) take more and more control while global action includes “…a commitment 
to the pluralism inherent in a wide variety of human contexts of local-scale thought/action 
across the world. An extended commitment to local thought in all its diversity and radical 
pluralism should not be mistaken for the arrogance, grandiosity and homogeneity of global 
thought….” (Estava and Prakash, 1997: 287). Clearly, modern information technologies can 
be used to benefit local peoples; they are tools and, like the tools and technologies used in the 
building process itself, can be used in ways that support local self-sufficiency and the 
protection of the physical environment or in ways that give more and more power to a small 
group of companies and urban centers upon which others then become dependent.  
 
Such dependency does not serve, among others, environmental causes. It implies heavy 
importation of building materials and labor (see Section 3.2), which in turn includes transport 
costs and inputs not readily available in the local context. The training of experts, 
unfortunately, is largely oriented towards urban and modern technologies (see Section 2.3) 
that are often relatively unrenewable. Having been trained in this way, the experts’ task is 
made larger because they have to not only try to understand the local people’s needs, but also 
overcome the strength of habit, which has taught them to deal in materials and methods 
without emphasizing energy efficiency and renewability. These experts are outsiders 
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compared to the users and they have been trained to perceive buildings in a manner quite 
different from the users. We return to Amos Rapoport: 
 
“There are also major differences in the ways in which environments are evaluated by 
insiders and outsiders; designers are always outsiders. In reading the mainstream 
architectural literature, one would think that buildings (more correctly environments) are 
produced for other architects. Yet if one asks the apparently trivial (but basic) questions – 
Why does one build? What are environments and settings for? – one realizes that the 
settings are for users. Designers are merely surrogates for users” (Rapoport, 1989: xx).   
 
Designers, both of housing and aid programs, cannot be true surrogates without access to 
local knowledge and an interest in sharing their own. This data gathered in this thesis 
indicates that this interest must supersede the desire to protect a separateness between the 
expert community being the ‘ones who know’, who are ‘educated’ and ‘developed’, and local 
peoples as the reverse of this. We return to the experience of the architect Graeme Bristol who 
says that  
“one of the fundamental problems of communication between ‘experts’ and ‘people’ is the 
overwhelming arrogance that attaches itself to the possession of that expertise.  
Knowledge is guarded more than it is freely disseminated. Of course, this stems not only 
from arrogance but the protection of position and from the simple fact that architecture is a 
business – we sell information. Giving it away is hardly in our best interests as business 
people” (Bristol, Personal Communication).  
 
An openness to the knowledge that each of the different stakeholders brings to a project, 
including the poor and marginalized ones for whom the program is often supposed to be 
serving, is difficult to obtain, but can expand the borders of housing-aid beyond the building 
of physical structures into the work that, in the long run, is more important of supporting 
strong communities. Bristol says that, “For a relationship to be reciprocal, there must be some 
equivalence in power. Each brings to the relationship something of equal value. Typically 
what the community brings to the relationship is devalued by experts.  What do they know?  
Answering that question is critical.  They know something that experts don’t know and can 
never know” (Bristol, Personal Communication). Buried in this unknown knowledge, and the 
possibilities that may come from its combination with expert knowledge, might lie the key to 
creating local communities that can choose their role in the modern world for themselves; 
communities who can truly do.  
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